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 The current literature pertaining to youth empowerment documents several outcomes 
associated with these processes. Despite this knowledge base, little is understood about the 
processes through which these outcomes are achieved. Increased understanding of youth 
empowerment processes is necessary to help further facilitate the successful implementation of 
these processes across school and community contexts.  
The purpose of this study was to examine the factors which contribute to the successful 
enactment of empowerment processes. This study utilized a qualitative case study design to 
examine the empowerment processes in place within a community outside a large metropolitan 
area in the Midwest. Results identified various factors which contribute to the successful 
implementation of these processes. Additionally, several barriers which prevent these processes 
from being implemented across various contexts within the community were identified. 







 Adolescence is widely recognized as a developmental period of great challenge and 
opportunity. This time is critical for the development of skills which impact functioning across a 
lifespan. The crucial nature of this developmental period calls for innovative approaches to 
promoting positive developmental outcomes. Practices which emphasize youth empowerment 
are developmentally salient for adolescents as these approaches accentuate agency, engagement, 
and equity (Ozer, 2017). This is particularly crucial for youth who are marginalized due to 
structural and systemic barriers such as racism and poverty (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012).  
 As an extension of community, schools are not exempt from the inequalities that plague 
larger society. In fact, some argue that schools are one of the primary sources in promoting and 
sustaining inequalities reflected within communities (Domina, Penner, & Penner, 2017). Youth 
voice is often excluded from conversations regarding school improvement and education reform 
(Fine, Torre, Burns, & Payne, 2007; Mitra, 2004; Noguera, 2007; Wilson & Corbett, 2001). This 
reality occurs despite the fact that youth are experts of their own experiences and hold intimate 
and important knowledge regarding the ways in which these settings can be improved (Mitra, 
2007; Noguera, 2009). By excluding the voices of students from problem-solving and decision-
making processes, educators risk spinning their wheels as vehicles of social change. 
Youth-led empowerment-based approaches, such as youth participatory action research 
(YPAR), have been lauded as solutions to the exclusion of youth voice in education. Such 
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approaches challenge traditional notions of expertise and position youth as experts of their own 
experiences (Caraballo, Lozenski, Lyiscott, & Morrell, 2017; Ozer, 2017). In empowerment-
based approaches, youth are called upon to examine and address injustices within their 
communities. The implementation of YPAR in school settings has demonstrated success in 
empowering youth and enacting social change (Christens & Dolan, 2011; Ozer & Wright, 2012; 
Reich, Kay, & Lin, 2015; Schaafsma, Tendero, & Tendero, 1999; Wagaman, 2015). Despite 
these outcomes, youth-led empowerment-based approaches are still widely underutilized in 
addressing inequalities, particularly in educational settings.  
As advocates of social justice and equitable treatment of all students, understanding of 
the process of youth empowerment is particularly salient for school psychologists. The National 
Association of School Psychologists (NASP) defines social justice, describing that: 
Social justice is both a process and a goal that requires action. School psychologists work 
to ensure the protection of the educational rights, opportunities, and well-being of all 
children, especially those whose voices have been muted, identities obscured, or needs 
ignored. Social justice requires promoting non-discriminatory practices and the 
empowerment of families and communities. School psychologists enact social justice 
through culturally-responsive professional practice and advocacy to create schools, 
communities, and systems that ensure equity and fairness for all children and youth. 
(NASP Board of Directors, 2017) 
 
These standards, which inform the practice of these professionals, emphasize the importance of 
youth voice, particularly when working with individuals from marginalized communities. 
Despite this emphasis, there is little understanding of the ways in which youth voice can be heard 
and utilized in conversations regarding educational policy and practice that impact youth 
directly. Furthermore, despite the fact that school psychological practice emphasizes advocacy 
and the promotion of social justice, there is limited application of youth-led empowerment-based 
approaches in the field of school psychology. YPAR is an approach that can be used to help 
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school psychologists explore issues within educational settings while simultaneously upholding 
values of equity and social justice. With limited models for systematically implementing student 
voice in educational settings, school psychologists are restricted in their ability to understand and 
promote empowerment processes for all youth they serve.  
Background 
 The emphasis in supporting the positive development of adolescents has shifted from one 
of risk-based prevention to that of capacity building through active community engagement 
(Kim, Crutchfield, Williams, & Hepler, 1998; Small & Memmo, 2004). Positive youth 
development approaches have most recently been expanded to integrate youth empowerment. 
Empowerment is defined as “...a multi-level construct consisting of practical approaches and 
applications, social action processes, and individual and collective outcomes” (Jennings, Parra-
Medina, Hilfinger-Messias, & McLoughlin, 2006, p. 32). Broadly speaking, empowerment 
incorporates individuals, groups, organizations, and communities gaining control and mastery 
within the social, political, and economic contexts of their lives (Rappaport, 1984; Rappaport, 
1987; Zimmerman, 2000). 
 Theorists and researchers across multiple disciplines have examined empowerment. The 
foundations of this work are rooted in community psychology. This research has emphasized the 
role of community organizations in supporting positive youth development through active 
community participation. Four conceptual models of youth empowerment [i.e., adolescent 
empowerment cycle (AEC); youth development and empowerment (YD&E); transactional 
partnering model (TP); empowerment education model (EE)], dimensions from which underpin 
critical youth empowerment theory, were developed through direct work with adolescents in 
youth-serving community organizations. While there is previous research regarding youth 
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empowerment within educational settings, this research has primarily focused on developmental 
outcomes for youth. 
More recent literature has called attention to the distinction between the 
conceptualization of empowerment as both a process and an outcome. An empowering process is 
described as “...a series of experiences where youth, adults, organizations, and communities 
engage in collective action for social change.” (Jennings et al., 2006, p. 52). Empowering 
processes can occur at multiple levels, including individual and community, with differing 
outcomes occurring at each level (Jennings et al., 2006). While the literature documents many 
outcomes associated with youth empowerment, far less is understood about the processes 
through which these outcomes are achieved. This study aims to address this gap by reviewing 
relevant theory, examining the facilitators and barriers to implementing empowerment processes 
within one community, and applying relevant literature to further illustrate findings. 
Purpose of the Study 
 The literature pertaining to youth empowerment documents numerous outcomes 
associated with these experiences, however, little is understood about the process through which 
these outcomes are achieved. This study seeks to address gaps within this literature by 
conducting a qualitative case study design to examine youths’ experiences of empowerment 
processes within their community. This study will address the following research questions: (1) 
What youth empowerment processes are successfully in place within this community?; (2) What 
are the current barriers to implementing youth empowerment processes?; and (3) In what ways 
can these barriers be overcome? 
 The aforementioned research questions are examined through individual interviews and 
researcher field notes. Interviews were conducted with members of a youth leadership program 
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at a community organization who participated in the youth participatory action research project. 
Interview participants discussed their experiences of empowerment across school and 
community contexts, providing insight regarding facilitators and barriers to the successful 
implementation of empowering processes across these settings. Field notes were generated to 
record key elements of the setting in which the case study was conducted, including the physical 
setting, participants, activities and interactions, conversation, nonverbal communication patterns, 
and the researcher’s reflections. 
Research Design 
 The present study used a qualitative case study methodology. This approach allowed for 
an in-depth description and analysis of youth empowerment processes within a natural setting 
utilizing multiple sources of data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The unit of analysis was the youth 
who participate in and experiences empowerment processes across various contexts of their 
community. A youth-participatory action research project was initiated within a youth leadership 
program at a youth-serving community organization located in a suburb of a large, Midwestern 
city. A total of sixteen interviews were conducted with eight youth participants aged between 14 
and 18 years enrolled in the leadership program. These interviews sought youths’ perspectives 
regarding the key processes of empowerment as they are enacted across school and community 
contexts. In addition, field notes were kept during the implementation of the youth-participatory 
action research project in order to triangulate emergent findings regarding the process of youth 
empowerment as it was enacted at the community organization.  
Interview data were deductively analyzed utilizing the approach outlined in Hill’s (2012) 
resource for conducting consensual qualitative research (CQR). This process allowed for within-
case and cross analysis of the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of participants regarding 
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involvement with empowerment processes. This approach prioritizes trustworthiness, 
emphasizing the use of multiple perspectives and obtaining consensus amongst team members 
during analysis processes. Most importantly, this approach asserts that researchers must 
consistently return to raw data to confirm emerging findings (Hill, 2012). Domains, core ideas, 
and categories were developed to identify common themes across participants. Field notes were 
analyzed using descriptive and pattern coding procedures (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) 
to triangulate findings. 
Emergent Design and Revisions to the Study 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) describe that “...the design of a qualitative study is emergent 
and flexible” and “...responsive to changing conditions of the study in progress” (p. 18). As such, 
the various phases or processes to completing this type of research, including research questions, 
population samples, and cooperating sites, may shift as research projects are initiated (Creswell, 
2014). This study, as originally proposed, sought to examine the key processes of youth 
empowerment within an educational setting. The rationale for conducting the research in an 
educational setting was based on the reality that youth are an unrealized resource in examining 
social and political issues, particularly those which adversely affect schools. As the primary 
beneficiaries of education, youth are uniquely positioned to examine the issues that burden 
school communities. Despite this unique positionality, youth are often excluded from problem-
solving and decision-making processes which seek to rectify deficiencies within these settings. 
By examining the process of youth participation in empowerment experiences, the researcher 
aimed to increase understanding and advocacy for the inclusion of youth voice in policy and 
practice decisions in educational settings.  
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Revisions to recruitment. When initiating recruiting procedures, the researcher 
experienced significant difficulty in obtaining a cooperating site. Administrators across various 
school districts expressed concern in allowing youth to engage in a research project of this 
nature, namely the implementation of a youth-participatory action research project, as a means to 
examine the key processes of youth empowerment. Barriers such as this have been documented 
within the literature pertaining to the implementation of youth-led research projects (Irizarry & 
Brown, 2014). This occurrence further illustrates the importance of understanding the process of 
youth empowerment from the perspective of those who experience it in the settings in which 
inequities are promoted and sustained. The study was revised to include youth-serving 
community organizations in recruiting efforts with the continued purpose of understanding the 
key processes of youth empowerment. 
Revisions to implementation. Near the conclusion of the implementation phase of the 
study, state government officials issued an executive order in response to COVID-19 which 
required all non-essential business and activities to cease. All research activities were 
indefinitely suspended as previously implemented in response to this occurrence. After 
consulting with her dissertation committee and program director of the partnering site, the 
researcher concluded that member checks and the final research team meeting could be 
completed via an online platform (e.g., Zoom). Revised procedures pertaining to implementation 
are further discussed in chapter three of this dissertation. 
Delimitations 
This study was conducted on the basis of several assumptions. First, it is assumed that all 
participants in this study offered honest, thoughtful, and complete responses to questions 
presented during individual interviews. Youth commitment to participate fully and meaningfully 
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throughout the youth-led research process was also expected. During this participation, it was 
assumed that youth expressed themselves without judgement and sought clarification from the 
researcher when necessary. Most importantly, it is presumed that the youth participants in this 
study provided valuable insights regarding the process of youth empowerment through their 
participation in the study.  
Positionality of the Researcher 
 For the purposes of transparency, this section of the current dissertation will be written in 
the first person. As a qualitative researcher, I have dedicated my work to learning about the 
experiences of marginalized youth within school settings with the intention of identifying and 
promoting systemic change to address oppressive systems. This identity stands in contrast to my 
experiences as a white woman who has been granted benefit and opportunity, those which have 
influenced and advanced my pursuit of a doctoral degree. In conducting the current research, I 
must acknowledge how my existence and participation in these systems, which have largely 
benefitted and continue to benefit me, adversely impact the youth of color within the current 
study. This perspective undoubtedly creates bias in the way I perceive and interpret information 
and experiences which inform the current research. My background, experiences, and 
perspectives undeniably inform my approach to qualitative research. 
 Within the context of the current study, my identity as a white woman stood in stark 
contrast to youth participants of color with whom I partnered. Power differentials as a result of 
racial identity present within larger society undoubtedly impacted my work with youth during 
this research. This positionality required me to explicitly acknowledge these power differentials 
with youth. I did so by communicating my limitations in understanding their experiences as 
youth of color. Furthermore, I ensured my beliefs of their expertise as youth who directly 
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experience the phenomenon of interest was consistently communicated in both my words, 
actions, and values. This also required my constant reflection and consideration of the ways in 
which my identity as a white woman impacted by work within this study. 
 In addition to my identity as a white woman, my training as a school psychologist 
impacted and challenged by beliefs regarding youth ability and engagement in empowerment 
processes. As a school psychology graduate student, I have been trained in a profession which 
has not always recognized the diverse ability of youth. This is particularly true given the 
foundations of this profession, which are founded on identify students who struggle to perform 
according to established academic standards. This foundation impacted my work with youth in 
the current study, challenging previously held assumptions about youth ability and the diversity 









The literature reviewed for this study consists primarily of peer reviewed theoretical and 
empirical articles. This chapter begins with a discussion regarding the necessity of youth voice in 
enacting change. Next, an overview of the conceptual framework which guides the current study 
is provided. Following this discussion, an overview of youth participatory action research as an 
extension of youth empowerment is provided. Individual and collective outcomes associated 
with the implementation of youth participatory action research are discussed. This chapter is 
concluded with a discussion of the relevancy of youth empowerment in the field of school 
psychology and discussion of the gaps identified within the current literature. 
The Importance of Youth Voice 
The voices and perspectives of youth have long been ignored in decision-making 
processes. While the reform of policy and practice is intended to benefit these youth, these 
efforts are often initiated with minimal inclusion of their thoughts and perspectives (Fine et al., 
2007; Noguera, 2007; Wilson & Corbett, 2001). This exclusion is particularly troublesome in 
secondary school environments, where youth’s developmental needs for autonomy and capacity 
for leadership are met with fewer opportunities to participate in decision-making processes (Kim, 
Oesterle, Catalano, & Hawkins, 2015; Midgley & Feldlaufer, 1987). This “developmental 
mismatch” can result in youth feeling underappreciated and disconnected from environments 
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intended to foster intellectual stimulation and developmental growth (Noguera, 2007).  
Youth voice is essential in identifying and defining issues experienced within 
communities, particularly educational settings (Mitra, 2007; Noguera, 2007). As individuals who 
experience firsthand the issues within these settings, student voice holds significant potential as 
an impetus for change in improvement efforts (Jones & Yonezawa, 2002). Given the limited 
experience with or personal investment in issues which plague these settings, it is difficult to rely 
on decision-makers alone to achieve educational justice. Youth input on issues of significance 
strengthens collaborations which aim to create and reform policy and practice intended to 
remediate these issues (Mitra, 2007). Engaging in reform efforts is immoral and unjust without 
consideration of the voices and perspectives of those most impacted by and vulnerable to the 
outcomes. Moreover, the success of such reform efforts, particularly those related to issues of 
injustices in education, are seriously compromised without inclusion of youth voice (Warren & 
Marciano, 2018). 
Listening to and incorporating youth perspectives can result in actionable strategies and 
approaches to suppress injustices (Mitra, 2007; Mitra & Gross, 2009; Noguera, 2007; Wilson & 
Corbett, 2001). Several steps are required to account for these perspectives. First, the inclusion of 
youth voice is only possible with proper channels and conduits through which they can be 
obtained are seriously considered. Sussman (2015) discusses the idea of institutionalizing student 
voice, arguing that if schools aim to prepare students for active and contributive citizenship, they 
must provide opportunities to learn these skills while in school. Beyond eliciting feedback and 
embarking on momentary projects, this requires schools to provide opportunities to take part in 
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meaningful decision-making processes by reexamining and rebuilding decision-making and 
communication structures to incorporate student voice at every stage of the process. Next, adults 
must challenge their notions of the ability and capacity of youth to meaningfully contribute to 
reform efforts. This requires first acknowledging that youth are the experts of their lives. As 
experts of their own experiences, youth are capable of problem-solving the challenges they 
experience (Sussman, 2015).  
Educators and educational researchers must seriously question the assumption that we 
know more than the young people of today about how they learn or what they need to 
learn in preparation for the decades ahead. As long as we exclude these perspectives from 
our conversations about schooling and how it needs to change, our efforts at reform will 
be based on an incomplete picture of life in classrooms and schools and how life could be 
improved. (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 3) 
After acknowledging the expertise of youth, adults must create and foster a culture of listening. 
Sussman (2015) describes student experiences as critical data that should be considered in 
determining policy and practice, calling on the collaboration between student experience and 
educator expertise. Educators can utilize their expertise of the structures and politics of school 
systems to teach students how to navigate and overcome the challenges within these settings. 
Sussman argues that the opportunity to collaborate with adults is necessary for youth to develop 
their capacity as leaders, stating that, “Student voice calls for adult leaders to make youth 
partnership a priority that is evident in our institutional policies and everyday practices” (p. 113). 
Youth-led empowerment-based approaches, such as youth participatory action research 
(YPAR) have generated success in providing novel voice opportunities for youth. These 
opportunities are distinct from traditional mechanisms for student input as they provide youth 
with the knowledge and skills to engage in critical inquiry while simultaneously promoting 
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understanding of the complex sociopolitical contexts (Ozer & Wright, 2012). Rodriguez and 
Brown (2010) likens YPAR as a “vehicle for empowerment” through which youth can reframe 
marginalizing experiences into strengths in advocating for social change. This comparison is 
consistently supported by the research, which demonstrates that youth hone a greater sense of 
empowerment through their participation in YPAR projects (De Jesús, Oviedo, & Feliz, 2015; 
Gomez & Ryan, 2016; Harden et al., 2015; Langhout, Collins, & Ellison, 2014; Wagaman, 2015; 
Zeldin, Krauss, Kim, Collura, & Abdullah, 2016). Despite this evidence, youth-led 
empowerment-based approaches are still widely underutilized in addressing inequalities, 
particularly in educational settings. Understanding the key processes of empowerment that 
promote positive individual and collective outcomes can help for these practices to be 
consistently implemented across schools and communities.  
Conceptual Framework: Critical Youth Empowerment 
Youth Empowerment Models 
Jennings et al. (2006) conducted an extensive review of the literature to identify 
conceptual models of youth empowerment from multiple disciplinary perspectives. These efforts 
aimed to contribute toward the development of a critical social theory of youth empowerment. 
Four conceptual models of youth empowerment were identified through this review, including: 
adolescent empowerment cycle (AEC), youth development and empowerment program model 
(YD&E), transactional partnering model (TP), and empowerment education model (EE). 
Adolescent empowerment cycle. Adolescent empowerment cycle (AEC) is a model of 
youth empowerment which is underpinned by psychological theories of adolescent development, 
namely positive social bonding (Chinman & Linney, 1998). This model was developed with the 
purpose of understanding the ways to prevent youth from engaging in risky behaviors. AEC 
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posits that through community action, skill development, and positive reinforcement, youth can 
positively bond with the institutions with which they interact. When positive social bonding is 
achieved, youth are deterred from engaging in negative social activities and decision-making, 
thus promoting role stability and self-esteem (Chinman & Linney, 1998).  
Youth development and empowerment model. The youth development and 
empowerment (YD&E) program was originally developed to promote youth empowerment 
within the context of substance abuse prevention programming (Kim et al., 1998). This model is 
informed by social control theory, social learning theory, and expectations-states theory 
(Jennings et al., 2006). Similar to AEC, YD&E seeks to prevent risky behaviors through positive 
social bonding and meaningful participation within the community. Kim et al. (1998) describe 
several features of YD&E that facilitate the process of youth empowerment, the most prominent 
of which is the acknowledgement of youth as valuable assets and the need for their participation 
within the community. In alignment with AEC, YD&E asserts that through youth-initiated 
community service projects, youth can develop skills, take responsibility, and demonstrate their 
abilities. In order to uphold this belief, strong social support from caring adults is required, 
particularly in guiding and facilitating leadership opportunities for youth. When considering 
outcomes, YD&E can promote positive relationships between peers and adults, greater 
participation in the community, and efficacy in addressing societal issues present within a 
community (Kim et al., 1998).  
 Transactional partnering. In contrast to AEC and YD&E models, which stem from 
prior theories of youth development and psychology, the transactional partnering (TP) model 
was developed through a longitudinal qualitative study of a community-based empowerment 
program (Cargo, Grams, Ottoson, Ward & Green, 2003). This study examined a community 
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health promotion intervention designed to stimulate youth engagement with issues pertaining to 
quality of life. The foundation of this model is the idea that youth empowerment is a mutual 
process of transactional partnering between youth and adults (Cargo et al., 2003). This process is 
achieved through adults’ roles in creating environments which foster the conditions necessary for 
youth to feel welcome and empowered, a central tenet of the TP model. Furthermore, adults must 
direct youth in a manner which both challenges and enables them to examine and address issues 
of relevance (Cargo et al., 2003). Findings from the study revealed various ways in which adults 
successfully enabled youth. In order to foster empowerment, it was necessary for adults to ensure 
that youth had both the knowledge and skills necessary to examine issues pertaining to quality of 
life. This was achieved through teaching, mentoring, and providing feedback. Researchers noted 
that as the project progressed, adults shifted the responsibility of facilitating as youth increased 
in confidence and competence, thus empowering them to make decisions and take action.  
Another core tenet of the TP model is the interrelated nature of individual and 
community-level empowerment outcomes. When youth begin their participation in these 
community-based projects, they are expected to experience individual outcomes incrementally 
over the course of their involvement. The TP model posits that providing youth with 
opportunities to engage in such meaningful experiences and challenges in a safe and supportive 
environment can result in learning, engagement, and empowerment (Cargo et al., 2003). A 
variety of youth outcomes were noted by researchers, including positive self- and collective-
esteem in response to achieving success through community projects. Other outcomes included 
increased self-confidence; increased self-advocacy; and increased participatory competences, 
including cooperation, compromising, respecting alternative viewpoints, and abandoning of 
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stereotypes. Furthermore, youth increased their understanding of the workings of local 
organizations (Cargo et al., 2003). 
 Empowerment education. To develop the empowerment education (EE) model, 
Wallerstein, Sanchez-Merki, and Velarde (2005) connected Freire’s (1970) concepts and 
practices to protection-motivation behavior change theory. By attaching individual 
empowerment to community organizing, EE underscores the development of skills and 
knowledge in supporting youth efforts toward social action and change. The envisioned 
outcomes of EE processes include increased self-, collective-, and political-efficacy. EE 
hypothesizes that through these increased efficacies, youth simultaneously develop self-
protective and socially responsible behaviors (Wallerstein et al., 2005). EE seeks to bridge the 
gap between individual behaviors and group efforts by fostering empathy and active participation 
in critical analysis of societal forces within a safe, supportive environment (Wallerstein et al., 
2005). As with models previously discussed, EE encourages a shift from reflection to action, 
where youth begin social action projects to initiate change. 
Summary of Youth Empowerment Models 
Jennings et al. (2006) developed a composite view of youth empowerment through the 
examination of these four models. The AEC and YD&E models both emphasize youth 
empowerment as a participatory cycle, wherein meaningful activities are provided within safe 
and supportive environments. These activities are provided in order to engage youth in the 
development of knowledge and skills necessary to confront challenges and achieve success, 
ultimately leading to feelings of empowerment at the individual level. As compared to other 
models reviewed, the TP model stresses shared power among adults and youth to a greater 
degree, and the EE model is distinguished in highlighting critical reflection and structural-level 
17 
 
change. Together, the core tenants from these four conceptual models inform critical youth 
empowerment theory. 
Critical Youth Empowerment Theory 
Interdisciplinary in nature, critical social theories emphasize emancipatory processes 
which spark change within communities and promote social justice (Campbell & Bunting, 1991). 
In order to advance the theory and practice of youth empowerment, Jennings and colleagues 
(2006) propose that “...critical youth empowerment (CYE) encompasses those processes and 
contexts through which youth engage in actions that create change in organizational, 
institutional, and societal policies, structures, values, norms, and images” (p. 40). CYE integrates 
and expands existing models of youth development and empowerment and is supported by 
participatory research within community organizations, where the perspectives of youth 
participants and adult leaders were solicited in order to better understand and develop program 
model guidelines for youth development. The purpose of CYE is to support youth participation 
in sociopolitical change to enhance their ability to be critical citizens working towards the 
promotion of equity within their communities (Jennings & Green, 1999).  
After the identification of the models previously described, Jennings and colleagues 
(2006) conducted a participatory research project with four community organizations. The 
purpose of this research was to obtain the perspectives of youth participants and adult leaders 
within these organizations to inform program model guidelines for youth empowerment 
(Jennings et al., 2006). The results of this research and examination of four existing models of 
youth empowerment yielded six key dimensions of CYE. These dimensions are: (a) a welcoming 
and safe environment; (b) meaningful participation and engagement; (c) equitable power-sharing 
between youth and adults; (d) engagement in critical reflection on interpersonal and 
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sociopolitical processes; (e) participation in sociopolitical processes to effect change; and (f) 
integrated individual- and community-level empowerment (Jennings et al., 2006).  
A welcoming and safe environment. The nature of the environment is the most pivotal 
element to CYE, helping to ensure that youth feel valued, respected, encouraged, and supported. 
Jennings and colleagues (2006) describe that a welcoming and safe environment is one that “...is 
a social space in which young people have freedom to be themselves, express their own 
creativity, voice their opinions in decision-making processes, try out new skills and roles, rise to 
challenges, and have fun in the process” (p. 41). CYE environments must provide youth with a 
sense of ownership and should facilitate their growth by challenging them to move beyond their 
comfort zones. Adults’ role in these environments is to ensure that the necessary level of support, 
trust, and encouragement is given. Simultaneously, they should remain in the peripheral to allow 
youth to step into the forefront in taking action and directing the process. Growth is achieved 
through youths’ experiences of both successes and failures; therefore, a positive and safe 
environment is essential in supporting both outcomes (Messias, Fore, McLoughlin, & Parra-
Median, 2005). Crucially, adults must ensure that experiences of failure do not lead to negative 
outcomes like decreased self-esteem or confidence (Cargo et al., 2003). These outcomes can be 
mitigated through adult provision of direct and indirect support, encouragement, and feedback in 
order to direct the experience towards positive growth. Adults must recognize the importance of 
failure, as it is essential in allowing youth to monitor the consequences of behaviors, actions, and 
decision-making (Messias et al., 2005).  
Meaningful participation and engagement. CYE emphasizes the need for authentic, 
youth-driven activities that challenge youth to engage in new roles and develop new skills and 
insights, while simultaneously engaging them in critical reflection and social action. Authentic 
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opportunities allow youth to learn and practice important skills while assuming various roles and 
responsibilities. Importantly, such activities should be relevant to their lives while also 
presenting excitement and opportunity (Heath & McLaughlin, 1994). Activities should promote 
underlying competence and utilize the intrinsic motivations of youth, allowing them to examine 
and refine their own interests, develop skills, and ultimately gain confidence (Kim et al., 1998). 
Meaningful engagement subsequently prolongs youth engagement in such opportunities, thus 
further allowing for the development and enhancement of skills and confidence (Cargo et al., 
2003).  
Through meaningful participation and engagement, youth learn and practice important 
leadership and participatory skills. Engaging youth meaningfully can result in several positive 
outcomes, providing youth the opportunity to develop positive self-identity, foster an increased 
sense of self-worth, and enhance feelings of self-efficacy (Chinman & Linney, 1998). Similarly, 
meaningful participation requires that youth embrace and overcome challenges. Cargo and 
colleagues (2003) describe that “…challenge is essential for human development as it allows 
people to actualize their potential as they respond and adapt to difficult situations” (p. 577). This 
can be achieved through various opportunities to partake in, practice, and apply the leadership 
skills learned through this process, and by introducing occasions for decision-making (Jennings 
et al., 2006).  
Equitable power-sharing between youth and adults. In order for youth to achieve a 
sense of meaningful participation and engagement, it is fundamental that equitable power be 
shared with adults. In a society where adults are positioned as holding legitimate power, 
equitable power-sharing can be difficult to achieve. Once achieved, this equitable power-sharing 
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is also difficult to maintain. Adults must be cautious in avoiding “token participation” as a way 
of sharing power with youth. This type of participation is often bestowed upon youth researchers 
in an attempt by adults to instill an artificial sense of power. This practice often impedes 
individual growth and is counter to the intentions of empowerment (Checkoway, 1998). Jennings 
and colleagues (2006) note that from a CYE perspective, 
...the role of adult leaders is to create and maintain a balance of providing support without 
domination. In practice, this was observed as having high expectations for youth to take 
the lead yet being available and providing guidance and support when needed. (p. 45) 
 
Flexibility is important when enacting shared leadership. Adult leaders must maintain a delicate 
balance of providing power to youth, yet exert authority and control when necessary, without 
domination and discouragement. Jennings and colleagues illustrate this sensitive process, 
explaining that “...youth programs need to find ways of taking advantage of the experience and 
knowledge offered by adult leaders and structure the program in ways that enhance youth 
decision making and leadership” (Jennings et al., 2006, p. 45).  
Maintaining the delicate balance of power can be done in several ways, including through 
formal behavioral contracts, activity monitoring, and the explicit communication of specific 
program guidelines and expectations (Messias et al., 2005). Adult attitudes and biases towards 
equitable power sharing should be continually examined. Furthermore, explicit instruction 
should be implemented alongside activities focused on power dynamics and power-sharing. 
Messias and colleagues observed that a balance of power can be achieved by adults providing 
more intensive support and guidance through the initial phases of youth-led projects and 
receding into the background as projects progress. An additional strategy for promoting this 
dimension of CYE is for adults to gradually transfer decision-making responsibilities to youth 
over the course of the project (Cargo et al., 2003). Doing so allows for ample pacing and time to 
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learn and develop leadership skills so youth can successfully lead project processes (Zeldin, 
Camino, & Calvert, 2003). Shared power might be easier to attain in smaller, more localized 
settings wherein youth are already engaged in the local community and less risks are present 
(Jennings et al., 2006). Change to several structures can help assist in creating a more equitable 
power sharing dynamic, such as adjusting methods of communication, executive leadership 
membership (i.e., including youth on these boards), and scheduling (Wheeler, 2003).  
Critical reflection on interpersonal and sociopolitical processes. Critical reflection is 
an essential component of CYE. Freire (1970) described that in order for empowerment over 
sociopolitical issues to occur, individuals must first be made aware of the visible and invisible 
structures and processes that make up social institutions and practices, and subsequently of their 
role within these institutions. This can be achieved through a dynamic process of analysis, 
action, and reflection. Despite the importance of critical reflection, this dimension receives the 
least emphasis compared to other CYE tenets in practice. Empowerment programs often 
emphasize knowledge and skill building neglecting time for reflection. Jennings et al. (2006) 
hypothesize that this diminished emphasis may explain the limited number of socially 
transformative youth projects, claiming that in order for effective sociopolitical action to be 
achieved, youth must first understand the structures, processes, social values, and practices they 
seek to alter - which occurs through the critical reflection of these constructs. These researchers 
challenge empowerment programs to engage in a “participatory cycles of critical reflection and 
reflective action” in order to create sociopolitical change (p. 47). Time, space, and commitment 
are required for this level of reflection to be achieved. Critical reflection also relies upon adult 
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allies who are attune to injustices experienced at the individual and collective level within 
communities. These adults must demonstrate the knowledge and skills to guide youth through 
this critical reflection (Jennings et al., 2006). 
Participation in sociopolitical processes to effect change. Extending the dimension of 
critical reflection of sociopolitical issues, a vital dimension of CYE is the assumption that social 
change is achieved through youth’s participation in sociopolitical processes within the 
community. Through the lens of CYE, youth are not truly empowered if they do not have the 
capacity to address the structures, processes, social values, and practices of the social issues in 
their communities and lives. By participating in various sociopolitical processes, youth are 
provided the opportunity to gain a critical understanding of the underlying mechanisms that are 
necessary to facilitate transformative social action (Jennings et al., 2006). The difference 
between civic service and critical social engagement distinguishes CYE from youth 
development, as critical social engagement asks youth to step beyond engagement in civic 
responsibilities to use their service to examine and address social inequities. Zimmerman (1995) 
posits that empowerment follows from gaining mastery within a specific social environment, 
which is achieved through understanding the underlying processes and practices of that 
environment and how to best influence them. Therefore, CYE involves youth gaining a critical 
understanding of the underlying processes and mastery through participation in transformative 
social action (Jennings et al., 2006). 
Integrated individual- and community-level empowerment. CYE emphasizes the 
integration of opportunities and subsequent positive change at both the individual and 
community level. It is critical that youth empowerment programs provide opportunities for 
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development in both dimensions. This notion is reflected in all four models reviewed, which 
accentuate the value of providing youth with opportunities for personal development by learning 
and applying valuable skills for navigating social worlds, thereby increasing self-efficacy 
(Jennings et al., 2006). Through empowerment programs, youth can engage in service 
opportunities which foster stronger ties to the community, empathy for the needs of others, and a 
commitment to making the community a better place. In addition to further bolstering self-
efficacy, such opportunities can also promote collective- and political-efficacy. Most 
importantly, the community is improved when a more diverse representation of its citizens is 
engaged in building a just society for all members. Positive outcomes associated with this 
involvement include effective and active organizational coalitions, pluralistic leadership, and 
increased participatory skills among individual community members (Jennings et al., 2006). 
According to Zeldin et al. (2003), the outcomes of youth engagement were determined to result 
in “ripple effects” throughout the larger community. In a progression predicted by the YD& E 
model, Cargo et al. (2003) described a similar trajectory resulting in social bonding, noting that 
once youth gained access to committees traditionally governed by adults, over time it was 
expected that they would go on to sit on the committees. Critical social empowerment involves 
enhancing the capacity of individuals to contribute to and work in collaboration with others to 
effect social change at the individual- and community-level. Zeldin et al. (2003) emphasize the 
importance of recognizing the capacity of youth in contributing to the communities in which they 
reside (e.g., school, neighborhood, city, state).  
Empowerment requires a sense of social agency, which can only be achieved through the 
critical awareness of the processes, structures, social practices, norms, and images that impact 
youth. This awareness is necessary in order for youth to examine and determine how to live 
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within these social spaces and how to change them for the betterment of all (Jennings et al., 
2006). A CYE framework envisions the capacity for change to organizational, institutional, and 
societal policies, structures, processes, social values, norms, and images (Jennings et al., 2006). 
From the perspective of critical social theories, youth empowerment is not complete without 
critical reflection, reflective action, and social change at both the individual and collective levels. 
If youth are able to address community problems but fail to gain the insight into the systemic 
oppressions and sociopolitical processes that underpin these community issues, they lack the 
insight necessary to disrupt the status quo (Freire, 1970).  
Youth Participatory Action Research as an Empowerment-Based Approach 
 Youth participatory action research (YPAR) is an approach to research which recognizes 
the capacity of youth in identifying and addressing issues of injustice within their communities. 
This process, by its nature, emphasizes the empowerment of youth. With principles which 
parallel CYE, youth-participatory action research (YPAR) acts as a conduit for youth 
empowerment. This approach provides an important framework for examining and 
understanding the process of youth empowerment. The following section describes the history of 
this methodology and key processes which define this approach to research. The best practices 
and challenges in implementing YPAR are also discussed.  
Background 
Participatory action research (PAR) is rooted in the work of several individuals, including 
Saul Alinsky (Hall, 1992; Nyden & Wiewel, 1992; Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992), Paulo Freire 
(1970), and Kurt Lewin (Adelman, 1993), all of whom challenged traditional academic research 
paradigms by promoting research as a form of social action. The PAR paradigm was established 
through the critical examination of social research methodologies which often position 
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researchers as “experts” who control both the production and distribution of knowledge (Park, 
1992). Developed in opposition of these traditional paradigms, PAR methodologies challenge 
notions of what is considered “scientific”. The resulting four defining principles comprise: 
inclusion, shared authority, knowledge legitimacy, and agents of social change. These underlying 
assumptions align with the process of empowerment, as the ultimate aim of PAR is to 
emancipate community members to become empowered citizens within their communities (Call-
Cummings, 2018).  
  Inclusion. The principle of inclusion refers to the active participation of community 
members throughout the research process (Adelman, 1993; Flicker et al., 2008; Hall, 1992; Ozer, 
Ritterman, & Wanis, 2010; Powers & Tiffany, 2006). Involving populations who are most 
impacted by the research being conducted is important as in traditional research paradigms, these 
individuals are excluded from the research process. PAR challenges these traditions by giving 
voice to those most affected by the research. In YPAR, adult researchers collaboratively engage 
with youth in the research process to examine issues of relevance within various developmental 
contexts (i.e., school, community) (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Cammarota and Fine (2010) 
describe that through this collaboration “...YPAR teaches young people that conditions of 
injustice are not produced, not natural; are designed to privilege and oppress, but are ultimately 
challengeable and thus changeable” (p. 2). 
Shared authority. As the second principle of PAR, shared authority emphasizes the 
importance of power dynamics between researchers and community participants in that “...all 
phases of research and action are shared equitably among partners in collaboration” (Ozer et al., 
2010, p. 152). Contrary to traditional research paradigms, PAR recognizes the inherent 
knowledge of researchers and community members. Researchers contribute knowledge of theory 
26 
 
and critical inquiry skills, whereas community members share knowledge of their communities 
and the issues most salient within them. PAR posits that all individuals who have an interest or 
stake in a concern, or who have experienced oppression, are considered experts of these 
experiences and therefore contribute valuable expertise (Cahill, 2007; Call-Cummings, 2018; 
Guishard, 2009; Torre & Fine, 2006; Tuck, 2009). Too often these individuals are silenced 
through traditional research processes which contribute to policy decisions that determine much 
of everyday life within these communities (Call-Cummings & Martinez, 2016). The PAR 
paradigm affirms the importance of a transfer of knowledge, where researchers gain insight from 
community members regarding their concerns and in turn community members learn the skills 
necessary to examine and address further issues within these communities. Community members 
thus acquire empowerment as researchers and social change agents by engaging in the PAR 
process of research and action (Ozer et al., 2010). This conceptualization is crucial to the critical 
epistemology in which PAR is rooted. Moreover, this understanding is fundamental for 
examining the ways in which methodology informs empowerment (Call-Cummings, 2018).  
Knowledge legitimacy. In order for community members to experience shared authority 
with researchers, their knowledge must be viewed as legitimate. This reality informs the third 
principle of knowledge legitimacy. PAR is based on the epistemological belief that knowledge is 
socially constructed. Therefore, PAR methodologies seek to create greater access to the research 
process through which knowledge is produced. By opening up this process, the power of 
determining what constitutes legitimate knowledge, how this knowledge obtained, and by whom 
it is produced is reallocated from researchers to community members (Call-Cummings, 2018).  
Social action. The fourth principle of PAR, youth as change agents, illuminates the 
ultimate goal of this research epistemology; social action. PAR stresses the examination of social 
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issues in order to take action in addressing them. Through gaining knowledge of how to research 
issues within their community, PAR empowers community members to mobilize and take action, 
as it is these individuals who are most vulnerable to the outcomes of such action. 
Youth Participatory Action Research 
Youth participatory action research (YPAR) is an extension of participatory action 
research that is “...conducted by youth, within or outside of classrooms with the goal of 
informing and affecting school, community, and or global problems and issues” and in the 
process “...contributes to the positive development of a variety of academic, social, and civic 
skills in youth” (Rubin & Jones, 2007, p. 363). This research approach positions youth as experts 
of their own experiences and ignites a call to action in bettering social conditions within their 
surroundings (Cammarota & Fine, 2010; Caraballo et al., 2017; Fine et al., 2007; Mirra, Garcia, 
& Morrell, 2015). Most significantly, youth are positioned within this approach as “active 
learners and knowledge producers”, challenging negative stereotypes that typically accompany 
descriptions of adolescents (Irizarry, 2009, p. 197). This positioning challenges established 
approaches to education reform and improvement, where decisions regarding change within 
these environments are traditionally held solely by adults (Cook-Sather, 2002).  
YPAR is an equity-focused epistemology that emphasizes the promotion of adolescent 
well-being and development (Ozer, 2017). In a manner similar to other approaches towards 
youth empowerment, YPAR establishes a sense of collective efficacy and promotes the 
development of critical consciousness. This practice allows youth to examine social issues from 
a systemic standpoint, rather than through the individualistic viewpoint typically examined 
(Diemer, McWhirter, Ozer, & Rapa, 2015; Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012). Caraballo et al. (2017) 
describe the significance of YPAR for youth who experience oppression:  
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As a methodology centered on inquires designed, conducted, reported, and acted on by 
those who are closest to the issue of interest, YPAR is especially significant for 
historically marginalized populations whose experiences, identities, and literacies are 
frequently overlooked in mainstream educational environments. (p. 325) 
 
YPAR posits that youth are best positioned to help identify and address factors that 
impede equitable access to education, particularly for those who are marginalized by their racial, 
ethnic, socioeconomic, or other minority status. Warren and Marciano (2018) insist that such 
examinations into these factors would be incomplete without student voice throughout all stages 
of the research process (i.e., design, execution, analysis, reporting). Ozer (2017) further 
documents the salience of developmental opportunities of YPAR for youth of diverse 
backgrounds and experiences, describing that youth who are marginalized have the opportunity 
to reject internalizing negative stereotypes associated with ethnic, economic, sexual minority, 
and immigration status, instead being able to develop a positive sense of identity in these spaces. 
Furthermore, the adults working with these youth are challenged to expand their viewpoints of 
the capabilities of these individuals. Youth are able to be viewed as experts of their experiences 
and leaders within their communities and are reinforced with a purpose. Through this 
involvement, the foundations of participatory action research are upheld and more equitable 
treatment of youth is realized. 
Best Practices in Implementing Youth Participatory Action Research 
The culmination of YPAR literature has revealed several best practices in pursuing 
youth-led research projects, including organizational readiness; trained adult ally; realistic time 
frame; multiple modes of participation; early alliances; and transparent and open dialogue. All of 
these practices help to ensure the successful implementation of YPAR projects. 
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  Organizational readiness. Prior to initiating youth-led research projects, it is important 
to determine if the environment is amenable to changes. Organizational readiness can be defined 
in numerous ways, but it is most important for YPAR researchers to consider the culture of the 
organization to accommodate the responsibilities and demands required of youth-led projects, 
particularly allowance for youth authority and inclusion (Horsh, Little, Smith, Goodyear, & 
Harris, 2002). This is imperative as the foundational principles of PAR require that authority be 
shared with youth researchers and that their contributions and knowledge be viewed as legitimate 
by all. The environment in which the project occurs must be able to support and sustain the 
underlying tenets of YPAR. 
Trained adult ally. An adult ally has many important functions within a YPAR project. 
These functions range from obtaining support from organizations to recruiting and training youth 
researchers to engage in the research process. If youth initiatives are not seriously considered, the 
recommendations identified through YPAR projects will fall short. To prevent such outcomes, 
adult allies must establish systems of support to ensure youth can engage in the YPAR process 
(Warren & Marciano, 2018). One of the most important functions of an adult ally is establishing 
a culture of shared authority at the beginning of the research process and helping youth to realize 
this authority (Anyon & Naughton, 2003; Ozer et al., 2010). By setting norms of shared authority 
and knowledge legitimacy, adult allies can successfully transfer power to youth in order to 
successfully engage in the YPAR process.  
Realistic timeframe. Principal among the challenges of youth-led research is timing. 
Training requirements, the research process, and subsequent social action all require the resource 
of time. Realistic timelines must be established and adhered to as closely as possible (Powers & 
Tiffany, 2006; Suleiman, Soleimanpour, & London, 2006). Several considerations aid the 
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construction of a realistic timeline. First, training requirements must be considered. Ample time 
should be allotted in circumstances where adult allies and youth participants have minimal 
knowledge and skills regarding the research process. Populations who have some familiarity 
with these concepts and skills may require less time for training. Second, it is important to 
consider the appropriate amount of time to accommodate data collection and analysis 
procedures. An intrinsic facet to YPAR, the method of data collection and analysis is driven by 
youth researchers. As is true in all research studies, certain methods of inquiry are more time 
intensive than others, which poses another point of consideration. Finally, and perhaps most 
importantly, adequate time must be given to identifying necessary action steps and implementing 
them to enact social change. This task is particularly challenging and thus requires adequate time 
to unfold. School-based YPAR projects are often restricted to the time frame presented by school 
calendars. These restrictions often result in youth researchers leaving a project before this final 
step can occur (Powers & Tiffany, 2006). 
Multiple modes of participation. The elevation of oppressed voices is foundational to 
YPAR epistemology. It is imperative that youth from a myriad of backgrounds and experiences 
be recruited to participate in such youth-led projects (Horsch et al., 2002). Furthermore, youth of 
diverse ability, achievement, and skill should be considered for participation. Involving youth 
from diverse backgrounds requires researchers and adult allies to accommodate the various 
levels of youth ability within a project (Fernandez, 2002; Horsch et al., 2002; Ozer et al., 2010; 
Powers & Tiffany, 2006). For example, youth who struggle with mathematics may be wary of 
quantitative methodologies and analysis, instead preferring qualitative techniques. Powers and 
Tiffany note that as youth build both knowledge and skills related to the research process, the 
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complexity and number of tasks should gradually be increased, thus allowing for further 
diversification within the project.  
Early alliances. Youth-led projects occur within the larger political climate of schools 
and communities. This reality highlights the value of alliances with powerful stakeholders. 
Connections to such individuals can increase opportunities, opening doors to various data 
sources (Anyon & Naughton, 2003; Phillips, Berg, Rodriguez, & Morgan, 2010). Alliances with 
key stakeholders can help facilitate the implementation of action steps necessary to enact social 
change. The absence of such partnerships can make it difficult to advocate for and implement 
youth engagement strategies (Fernandez, 2002). Alliances help YPAR projects gain momentum 
in collecting data and utilizing it to make actual decisions. However, it must be noted that not all 
alliances can result in positive outcomes for YPAR projects. Counter to the principles of YPAR 
epistemology, such relationships with powerful stakeholders can also result in undue influence, 
thereby resulting in such stakeholders driving the research process. A mindful approach should 
be taken in considering the positive and negative outcomes of allied relationships. To help 
mitigate the negative consequences that can occur within these alliances, youth researchers and 
adult allies can focus on obtaining buy-in from powerful stakeholders early during the research 
process (Ozer et al., 2010). 
Transparent and open dialogue. In order to uphold the tenets of YPAR, youth 
researchers need to be involved in all stages of the project. This includes open and honest 
dialogue regarding the barriers often faced when initiating youth-led research projects. Flicker et 
al. (2011) assert that youth are capable of understanding and addressing the various challenges 
that can arise during youth-led projects. Challenges and considerations related to timeline, 
stakeholder expectations, limited resources, and the like should all be openly communicated. 
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When describing the significance of youth involvement, Flicker et al. state that, “...the key to 
authentic youth participation is not to deny these environmental factors but to encourage 
transparent and open dialogue with the youth” (p. 297). By including youth in conversations 
regarding the challenges and barriers often faced in YPAR, they are given an opportunity to learn 
about the sociopolitical contexts in which these projects occur. Furthermore, to deny youth the 
opportunity to participate in these conversations is to deny their ability to do so.  
Challenges to Implementing Youth Participatory Action Research 
The disruptive nature of YPAR in dismantling systems of oppression does not come 
without serious impediments. This reality is expected as YPAR was established as a means to 
disrupt traditional research paradigms that perpetuate oppressive policies and practices for 
marginalized populations. All actors play a role in addressing challenges to implementation of 
YPAR. Complications arise from issues regarding youth maturity or societal norms regarding 
power sharing and knowledge legitimacy. Within the setting of an urban middle school, Ozer and 
colleagues (2010) discuss several challenges experienced in implementing a YPAR project, 
including student maturity, teacher tenure, and systemic barriers such as the academic calendar. 
Student maturity impeded the process of shared authority, as students’ challenges in remaining 
focused on various tasks created difficulties in transferring decision-making responsibilities.  
Structural barriers. While time is most notably discussed by YPAR researchers as a 
barrier to successful implementation, this challenge is particularly salient to school settings. 
Furthermore, Ozer and colleagues (2010) describe that projects initiated within these settings 
compete with other demands (e.g., prioritization of instruction which emphasizes state standards) 
and are bound within the confines of academic calendars. Additionally, YPAR projects face 
challenges related to sustaining long-term engagement of youth (Ross, 2011). Often, YPAR 
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projects can extend across multiple years, thus creating challenges for researchers in maintaining 
consistent youth engagement for the duration of the project. Phillips et al., (2010) describes that 
several structural barriers (e.g., decision-making hierarchy), time constraints, and insufficient 
trust between adult allies and youth researchers resulted in a “top down” approach to 
implementation, which was contradictory to the underlying empowerment principles associated 
with YPAR. 
Teacher tenure. The length of teacher tenure has also been documented as a challenge 
correlated with YPAR projects. Oftentimes, veteran teachers have more established relationships 
with administrators and other school professionals. These relationships carry social capital, 
which is demonstrably useful in navigating the political dynamics present within school settings. 
Commenting on this reality, Ozer and colleagues (2010) state: 
Students engaging in PAR projects that seek to make changes in schools are operating 
with limited power in a politically-sensitive environment; forming alliances with more 
powerful stakeholders such as teachers and administrators and getting them “bought in” 
early on thus improves the likelihood of having a positive impact. (p. 162) 
 
Conversely, when initiating and implementing youth-led projects, early career teachers may 
experience increased barriers in navigating the political nature of schools due to insufficient 
social capital. Non-tenured teachers may experience difficulties in recruiting the appropriate 
support from administration to initiate such projects. Furthermore, these teachers place 
themselves at greater risk in initiating projects which are aimed at disrupting the status quo, often 
facing negative repercussions, including but not limited to reputation (Ozer et al., 2010).  
Turnover. Recalling the shared authority principle highlights the importance of teacher 
allies in completing successful YPAR projects within school settings. As teachers engage in 
these projects above and beyond their teaching and other responsibilities, helping to initiate and 
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sustain such projects within school settings can be quite taxing. Adult ally turnover is another 
setback to the implementation of successful and sustainable youth-led projects in education 
settings (Marois, 2011). When turnover occurs, it can be difficult for subsequent adult allies to 
“get up to speed” on youth-led projects. Additionally, adult ally turnover can negatively impact 
youth retention, particularly for youth who develop meaningful relationships with adult allies 
(Marois, 2011). Challenges with completing necessary training and building relationships with 
youth researchers can impede the successful implementation of projects.  
Socioeconomic barriers. Youth-led projects are not immune to barriers reflected in 
larger society. Anyon and Naughton (2003) initiated a youth-led project in an urban community 
with high poverty rates. Due to the economic demands placed on many youths and their families, 
youth were often expected to use after school hours to support their families by working to 
supplement family income or care for younger siblings. Researchers noted the difficulty in 
meeting with youth during this time. Beyond these economic realities, researchers noted 
difficulty in achieving a true sense of shared authority. When attempting to create an 
environment of shared authority, youth proved resistant and uncomfortable with such authority. 
Anyon and Naughton hypothesized that expectations and norms regarding youth authority were a 
likely culprit in this hesitancy, particularly in historically marginalized and oppressed 
neighborhoods. These researchers conclude that, “...habits and notions of power relations 
between youth and adults are deeply ingrained, especially in high-poverty communities where 
young people believe they have little control over their own destiny” (p. 4). The researchers 
noted their ultimate success in achieving shared authority with youth researchers but documented 
the socioeconomic forces which made this process so difficult. Anyon and Naughton reported 
that while adults within these systems were ready to listen to youth, they were not prepared to 
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accept their suggestions or involve youth as active and legitimate change agents. These realities 
are all compounded by the de minimis funding to initiate such suggestions, particularly in 
communities of high poverty. Ultimately, youth were not able to achieve any actual power, 
rendering them unable to enact changes to oppressive policies and practices within their 
communities (Marois, 2011). 
Despite the ever-present challenges documented within YPAR literature, youth-led 
projects can still be implemented with great success. By documenting these challenges, future 
researchers, adult allies, and youth participants can better understand and prepare for initiating 
YPAR projects and navigating the various barriers inherent to this process.  
Individual Outcomes Associated with Empowering Processes 
The empowerment of youth is the primary motivator in employing YPAR. As a means of 
enacting empowerment, YPAR is associated with several positive developmental outcomes for 
youth. These outcomes extend across various developmental domains. Not only are these 
outcomes important for the positive development of youth, but moreover, they provide youth the 
skills necessary to move forward as social change agents.  
Academic and analytical skills. Youth develop important critical thinking abilities 
throughout the problem-solving and decision-making processes inherent to YPAR (Conner & 
Strobel, 2007; Kirshner et al., 2011; Kohfeldt & Langhout, 2012; Ozer & Douglas, 2013). As a 
process that seeks to prepare youth to enact social change, the problem-solving, decision-
making, and thought appraisal skills learned throughout the youth-led research are particularly 
salient. Youth are provided opportunities to learn the inquiry skills necessary to examine issues 
of relevance within their lives. They learn how to conduct interviews, take field notes, develop 
surveys, and engage in other data collection procedures in order to better understand examined 
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issues (Conner & Strobel, 2007; Ross, 2011). At the completion of collecting data, youth engage 
in various analysis techniques, such as quantitative or textual analysis (Rogers, Morrell, & 
Enyedy, 2007), in order to draw conclusions regarding the issue at hand (Conner & Strobel, 
2007; Ross, 2011; Scott et al., 2015). When engaging in YPAR, youth learn the data collection 
and analysis skills necessary to arrive at evidence-based conclusions regarding issues within their 
communities (Conner & Strobel, 2007; Hamilton & Flanagan, 2007; Harden et al., 2015; 
Kohfeldt & Langhout, 2012; Ross, 2011; Scott, Pyne, & Means, 2015). When youth are provided 
the opportunity to develop and refine their critical thinking abilities, they are able to carry forth 
these skills into their communities to address a myriad of social issues.  
YPAR calls upon youth to exercise many academic muscles. Academic outcomes 
associated with the implementation of youth-led research projects include increased skills related 
to organization, time management, goal setting, writing, and planning (Cabrera, Milem, Jaquette, 
& Marx, 2014; Kornbluh, Ozer, Allen, & Kirshner, 2015; Mitra & Serriere, 2012; Ozer & 
Wright, 2012; Wright & Mahiri, 2012). Youth are provided many opportunities to develop 
various academic skills throughout the process of YPAR as research team meetings often require 
youth to draw on numerous academic skills. In initiating projects, youth must engage in goal 
setting activities to determine the desired outcomes of the project. Furthermore, by engaging in 
data collection and analysis procedures, youth must demonstrate the organization and time 
management skills to successfully complete these tasks (Mitra & Serriere, 2012). At the 
conclusion of such projects, youth must call upon additional academic skills in order to 
effectively communicate the conclusions of their inquiry and persuade key stakeholders to enact 
change (Christens & Dolan, 2011; Reich et al., 2015). Skills related to writing and public 
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speaking are of great importance in carrying out this duty, particularly when discussing 
disagreements (Wagaman, 2015). 
Ozer and Wright (2012) describe how YPAR contributes to the “professionalization” of 
youth through their development of communication and presentation skills. Beyond expanding 
teacher perspectives regarding youth’s abilities, this professionalization granted greater access 
for diverse youth, particularly those who were less academically inclined, to speak with key 
stakeholders within the education setting regarding educational issues. In a similar manner, it is 
important to note that although YPAR calls upon and further develops various academic skills, 
youth with underdeveloped skills are still important and valuable members of YPAR projects. 
Brown (2010) describes that youth with lagging literacy or other academic skills are still capable 
of engaging with complex ideas in significant ways, stating that “...denying struggling students 
access to rich intellectual experiences is precisely one of the ways in which schools ensure that 
many low income and “disabled” youth of color never advance beyond remedial learning” (p. 
12). Brown warns that, “When we delimit youth’s capacity to help us understand educational 
issues, we stymie their intellectual and personal development at the expense of the quality of 
scholarly knowledge and interventions they inform” (p. 12). 
Agency and Leadership 
The literature demonstrates that youth participation in empowerment experiences, such as 
YPAR, promotes confidence in their knowledge and skills (Arches, 2012; Gomez & Ryan, 2016; 
Mitra & Serriere, 2012; Pritzker, LaChapelle, & Tatum, 2012; Sussman, 2015; Warren & 
Marciano, 2018). In working with the self-proclaimed Salad Girls, Mitra and Serriere (2012) 
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describe that the research project expanded youth participants’ identities, helping them to see 
themselves as leaders who could enact change. Warren and Marciano (2018) support this 
finding, reporting that high expectations for meaningful participation and engagement combined 
with trust from adults increased feelings of confidence and agency for youth. These researchers 
go on to relay the necessity of confidence development when engaging youth in social justice 
work, stating “...youth have to believe they have something to say and that they have what it 
takes to use their voices to critique and oppose systemic oppression” (p. 694). 
Communication and Collaboration Skills 
Participation in youth-led research experiences has demonstrated growth in interpersonal 
development characterized by increases in communication skills, active listening, assertiveness, 
empathy taking, conflict resolution, and teamwork. The YPAR process is not immune from 
conflict. The methods employed within this framework elicit opposing opinions. Through these 
instances of conflict, youth are presented with the opportunity for resolution through utilizing 
effective problem-solving strategies. Through their participation in YPAR, youth grow their 
ability to engage in discourse that allows for the exchange of diverse ideas while still promoting 
teamwork toward a common goal (Mitra & Serriere, 2012). Safe and supportive contexts allow 
youth to learn and refine these skills so that they can become empowered to successfully 
navigate future dilemmas encountered when pursuing social change (Wagaman, 2015). 
As an empowering process, YPAR can encourage youth who typically endorse feeling 
shy, to be more vocal and engaged (Warren & Marciano, 2018). Youth who participate in these 
projects experience greater proficiency with public-speaking, noting growth in both their 
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speaking and listening abilities (Ross, 2011; Sussman, 2015). Beyond public speaking, youth 
report greater understanding and appreciation for collaboration within teams and with outside 
stakeholders (Langhout et al., 2014; Mitra & Serriere, 2012; Ross, 2011; Wagaman, 2015). 
Participation in these projects demonstrates the ways in which collaboration with key 
stakeholders can result in changes to policies and practices within local communities (Ross, 
2011). With regard to the initiation of social change, the results of youth developing 
interpersonal skills through YPAR are critical to the overall aims of YPAR work. Gomez and 
Ryan (2016) highlight that through the development of these skills, youth were able to speak 
with legislative staff to discuss policy changes. Communication skills, assertiveness, and active 
listening are all necessary components to engage in advocacy work. By developing these 
foundational skills, youth are better equipped to advocate for social changes within their 
communities (Gomez & Ryan, 2016). 
Interpersonal and Community Connection 
The literature reveals that youth experience increased feelings of connectedness, 
belonging, social support, and community attachment as a result of YPAR participation. Often, 
participation in youth-led projects can bridge social divisions and drive connection with diverse 
individuals (Langhout et al., 2014). One participant in the Salad Girls project describes this 
occurrence, stating that the project “...brought us all closer to do this project and made us feel 
more like sisters or best friends” (Mitra & Serriere, 2012, p. 759). This sentiment of group 
cohesion as a second family is shared by numerous youth researchers across various YPAR 
projects. Christens and Dolan (2011) discuss how youth researchers in the ICUC project develop 
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close friendships that are likened to a “second family.” Similarly, Jones and colleagues (2014) 
report that PeaceJammers disclosed a strong sense of connection to the group. These individuals 
articulated several mechanisms through which a sense of belonging was promoted. They 
describe that sharing the same goals, sharing experiences, and having a dedicated social space all 
contributed to group cohesiveness. This group connection helps youth develop a unified voice 
(Voight, 2015). One participant in a YPAR project stated, “If you’re in a group and not by 
yourself, the more people you are, the bigger change you can make,” highlighting the power in 
strengthening social networks to impact change. This concept is also discussed by Ozer and 
Douglas (2013) who described that by learning to work together throughout the research process 
to enact social change, youth developed a sense of collective efficacy.  
Interpersonal connection can extend beyond youth to adult allies (Mitra & Serriere, 
2012). Voight (2015) highlights how relationships between adult allies and youth can be 
strengthened over time through the development of reciprocal trust. By consulting with adults to 
get assistance in implementing various identified social actions, youth were able to interact with 
adult allies in novel ways, expanding perspectives of youth and cultivating an appreciation for 
their ideas. 
Increased feelings of connection and belonging extends beyond the YPAR participants 
themselves to communities in which these projects occur. De Jesús and colleagues (2015) 
describe that engaging with these projects developed a deep connection to the issues experienced 
within the community. Christens and Dolan (2011) hypothesize that this sense of community is 
developed through the work completed in YPAR projects. One participant in this project 
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described, “I feel like I belong somewhere and I’m part of something that’s important, not just to 
me but to other people.” This sense of engagement and connection can also be achieved within 
school communities. Participation in youth-led research projects at school evoke a greater sense 
of responsibility in contributing to and maintaining a positive school environment (Voight, 
2015). 
Youths’ sense of responsibility extends beyond civic engagement to increased awareness 
of their positionality within their communities. Jones and colleagues (2014) explain that youth 
who took part in the PeaceJammers project gained knowledge of issues within their communities 
and awareness of their positionality within the context of these communities. Wagman (2015) 
further validates these findings, noting that youth developed a deeper understanding of 
themselves by listening to and understanding the values and perspectives of other team members. 
Discussions challenging youths’ notions of power and privilege were important for facilitating 
the process of increasing self-awareness. These conversations helped youth inform their 
identities as social justice advocates when moving forward with social action. 
Civic Engagement and Social Responsibility 
Beyond community connection, several studies have cited increases in youths’ sense of 
civic engagement and social responsibility through their participation in YPAR (Cargo et al., 
2003; Chinman & Linney, 1998; De Jesús et al., 2015; Harden et al., 2015; Kim et al., 1998; 
Jones, Warnaar, Bench, & Stroup, 2014; Ozer & Douglas, 2013; Pritzker et al., 2012; Scott et al., 
2015; Voight, 2015; Wallerstein et al., 2005). Through their involvement in youth-led projects, 
youth develop the sociopolitical skills necessary to pursue social action within their schools and 
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communities (Ozer & Douglas, 2013). Youth note that when working towards social change, 
their increased involvement in service opportunities amplified feelings of self-worth (Jones et al., 
2014). Youth who participate in these experiences develop a deeper connection to the 
community and develop a greater sense of civic responsibility and engagement (De Jesús et al., 
2015; Harden et al., 2015). Similarly, Voight (2015) noted that youth who participated in a 
YPAR project within a school setting developed a greater sense of responsibility for their school 
community by increasing efforts to maintain high personal character and contributing to school 
improvement initiatives.  
Critical Consciousness 
Of the many developmental outcomes associated with YPAR, the development of critical 
consciousness is arguably the most crucial. Anyon and colleagues (2018) define critical 
consciousness as the ability to recognize injustice or inequality in society. In order for youth to 
achieve their status as instruments for social change, they must first demonstrate the ability to 
recognize injustices and inequalities present within their communities.  
The research documents numerous examples which highlight the developmental 
advancement of youths’ sense of critical consciousness (Bautista, Bertrand, Morrell, Scorza, & 
Matthews, 2013; Christens & Dolan, 2011; Reich et al., 2015; Scott et al., 2015; Wagaman, 
2015; Warren & Marciano, 2018). Through the youth-led research process, youth develop 
increased critical perspectives regarding the impact of societal, political, and organizational 
workings and the issues inherent to these systems on their daily lives (Cargo et al., 2003; 
Chinman & Linney, 1998; Christens & Dolan, 2011; Kim et al., 1998; Sussman, 2015; 
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Wallerstein et al., 2005). Kirshner and Pozzoboni (2011) describe the process through which 
youth addressed the closure of their high school utilized critical consciousness to challenge the 
decision-making process. Through this process, youth were able to develop a powerful counter-
narrative in protesting the closure of their school. Similarly, Reich and colleagues (2015) 
describe the success of youth in enacting school improvements and opening up channels of 
communication with key stakeholders through the development of critical consciousness.  
 Bautista and colleagues (2013) highlight the importance of critical consciousness 
describing that through this consciousness, youth are able to articulate their oppressions and 
utilize the critical skills needed to address them. Wagaman (2015) substantiates these claims, 
describing that through the development of critical consciousness youth demonstrated an ability 
to challenge ideas and commonly held beliefs, ultimately challenging oppressive policies, 
practices, and ideologies. This reality positions youth as empowered citizens prepared to address 
inequalities. 
Community-Level Outcomes Associated with Empowering Processes 
YPAR has been conducted as an empowering process across a multitude of disciplines, 
including public health, education, and community psychology. The projects within these 
disciplines have addressed various sociopolitical concerns, including: inequality (Gomez & 
Ryan, 2016); health conditions in disenfranchised communities (Brazg, Bekemeier, Spigner, & 
Huebner, 2011; Breckwich Vasquez et al., 2007; Kulbok et al., 2015; Ross, 2011; Yoshida, 
Craypo, & Samuels, 2011); educational inequities (Brown, 2010; Hope, Skoog, & Jagers, 2015; 
Irizarry, 2011; Kirshner & Pozzoboni, 2011; Mitra, 2008; Reich et al., 2015), and community 
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violence (Dill, 2015; Harden et al., 2015). Despite the variability of concerns addressed within 
these studies, most youth-led research studies typically engage in social action by means of 
education or awareness building; advocacy; and/or community organizing in addressing these 
various inequities.  
Education and Awareness Building 
Raising awareness of an issue is a popular form of social action enacted in youth-led 
research projects. Education and awareness building is defined as speaking with or distributing a 
work product to a community and/or stakeholder group (Anyon, Bender, Kennedy, & Dechants, 
2018). Bertrand (2014) provides an excellent example of education and awareness building as 
social action. A youth council composed of Black and Latino/a students from a large urban area 
examined the implications of the economic crisis on funding to their schools compared to 
predominantly white schools. Youth presented findings from their research across various 
settings to numerous key-stakeholders, informing them of the disproportionate impact of the 
economic crisis, namely in the inequitable distribution of educational resources (Bertrand, 2014). 
Advocacy 
Advocacy is social action that is commonly employed by youth within YPAR studies. 
Advocacy is defined as meeting with key stakeholders and decision-makers in order to 
encourage changes to current policies and practices (Anyon et al., 2018). This social action is 
demonstrated by Warren and Marciano (2018) who document youth advocacy efforts in 
developing policy recommendations regarding spending of grant money within public schools. 
Additionally, Ozer and Wright (2012) describe youths’ success in influencing climate and 
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curricular policies and practices within a school setting through advocacy efforts. Sussman 
(2015) highlights the success of youth in advocating for several school improvements initiatives. 
Through these efforts, youth were able to influence the implementation of peer mentoring, 
college readiness assessment, and an anti-bullying campaign. Taken together, these youth-led 
projects highlight how advocacy can result in changes to the policies, practices, and 
infrastructure necessary for youth voice to be consistently heard and considered within school 
settings (Ozer & Wright, 2012; Sussman, 2015). 
Community Organizing 
A smaller percentage of YPAR studies employ community organizing strategies as a 
method of social action. Organizing is defined by the act of mobilizing community members to 
advocate for changes to policies and practices (Anyon et al., 2018). Christens and Dolan (2011) 
illustrate this definition through their discussion of a case study of youth engaging in community 
organizing in order to enact social change. These authors describe that through their organizing 
efforts, youth engaged in intergenerational and multicultural collaboration in order to advocate 
for the implementation of new programs and changes to policy. In building upon this finding, 
Kirshner (2009) discusses how youth utilized grassroots organizing techniques to address 
alarming dropout rates within their local high schools. Through these collaborative efforts, youth 




Youth Participatory Action Research in Educational Contexts 
Opportunities to promote youth empowerment, particularly through YPAR, are relevant 
in education for many reasons. Acknowledging the inequitable experiences of youth within these 
settings highlights the relevancy of YPAR in examining these issues and creating social action to 
make them better. According to a systematic review of literature conducted by Anyon and 
colleagues (2018), schools are the most common setting in which YPAR projects are initiated. 
Despite the suppression of youth voice within education reform, schools are touted as settings in 
which both individual outcomes and systemic changes can be achieved. Rather than perpetuate 
the oppressive policies and practices currently in place in schools, educational leaders can adopt 
empowerment-based practices to promote characteristics which not only advance social justice, 
but simultaneously support positive developmental outcomes for youth.  
In recognizing the developmental advances of youth through adolescence, the ability of 
these youth to address the educational inequalities they face must be acknowledged. School 
climate is not a consistent experience across students. Race, gender, social class, sexual 
orientation and other identities can influence the experience of youth within school settings. For 
example, academic expectations are different for students of different genders and races. 
Furthermore, male students of color are at an increased risk for being referred for punitive 
disciplinary action (Losen & Skiba, 2010). Due to this inequality and the extensiveness of 
experiences of youth, it is important that youth be provided opportunities to examine self-
selected issues of most pertinence, particularly those who experience this inequality directly. As 
noted within the literature, youth participation in empowerment processes like YPAR expands 
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their knowledge of democracy and broadens their participation in democratic processes intended 
to improve social conditions in schools and communities (Fine et al., 2007; Mirra et al., 2015; 
Noguera, 2007; Wilson & Corbett, 2001).  
Rather than sustain oppressive systems which lead to undesirable outcomes like 
substance use, increased involvement in illegal activity, and/or early pregnancy, it is prudent that 
school environments provide opportunities to challenge the status quo (Ozer, 2017). The research 
documents several studies in which youth engaged in participatory action research projects to 
identify and address issues of relevance within their school contexts. These projects examined 
school conditions (Krueger, 2010; Schultz, 2018); academic and opportunity gaps for youth of 
color (Torre, 2005); stereotyping of youth of color (Cahill, 2007); inadequate support for youth 
who identify as LGBTQ+ (Linville, 2011; Owens & Jones, 2004); bullying and violence between 
youth (Bingham & Christie, 2004; Stoudt, 2009). Researchers have found that when youth are 
engaged in examining issues of inequity within their school systems, results can include the 
creation of culturally responsive and sustaining school practices, which increases school 
engagement for youth who are historically marginalized within these settings (Gunter & Thomas, 
2007). 
Youth Empowerment and School Psychological Practice 
 School psychological practice is founded on the belief that all students deserve the right 
to a quality education. School psychologists are dedicated to supporting the comprehensive 
development of students academically, behaviorally, and social-emotionally. The National 
Association of School Psychologists (NASP) and American Psychological Association (APA) 
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are two professional organizations which oversee the practice of school psychologists and ensure 
that professional standards which define this field are upheld. The ethical principles published by 
both of these organizations underscore the importance of justice and respecting the rights of all 
individuals. Specifically, the NASP Principles for Professional Ethics (2010) states that school 
psychologists are to:  
Engage only in professional practices that maintain the dignity of all individuals. In their 
words and actions, school psychologists demonstrate respect for the autonomy of persons 
and their right to self-determination, respect for privacy, and a commitment to just and 
fair treatment of all persons.  
 
This ethical standard specifically requires school psychologists to “respect the right of persons to 
participate in decisions affecting their own welfare” (NASP Principles for Professional Ethics, 
2010, p. 3) and requires that school psychologists:  
Use their expertise to cultivate school climates that are safe and welcoming to all persons 
regardless of actual or perceived characteristics, including race, ethnicity, color, religion, 
ancestry, national origin, immigration status, socioeconomic status, primary language, 
gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, disability, or any other 
distinguishing characteristics (p. 5-6).  
 
These ethical commitments perfectly align with dimensions of critical youth empowerment 
theory, which underscore a welcoming, safe environment, meaningful participation and 
engagement, and equitable power-sharing.  
In addition to ethical practices, school psychologists participate in specific training which 
develops the technical and soft skills necessary to promote empowerment in their educational 
settings. As data-based decision-makers, school psychologists participate in comprehensive 
training related to research design, data collection and analysis, and program evaluation. These 
skills position school psychologists as individuals with the technical skills required to implement 
youth-led research projects which are catalysts for empowerment. In addition to technical skills, 
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school psychologists participate in training pertaining to the school-wide practices which 
promote student learning. This training, which emphasizes knowledge of school systems, 
organizations, and theory, positions school psychologists as individuals with unique knowledge 
in assisting youth in navigating these political structures. Relatedly, school psychologists utilize 
principles of consultation in collaborating with school professionals and families. These skills 
can assist YPAR projects in connecting and communicating with key stakeholders in examining 
issues within school settings and advocating for social change. Finally, and perhaps most 
importantly, school psychologists act as advocates for the rights of all students in educational 
settings. Social justice has been identified as a key strategic goal in the training of school 
psychologists in order to “Ensure that all children and youth are valued and that their rights and 
opportunities are protected in schools and communities” (NASP, 2020). Therefore, school 
psychologists have knowledge regarding the various forms of oppression inherent to education. 
Moreover, school psychologists participate in training which prepares them with the knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes necessary to address these inequalities and advocate for vulnerable student 
populations. The knowledge, skills, and attitudes held by school psychologists position them as 
excellent adult allies in collaborating with youth in YPAR projects.  
Gaps in the Literature 
The current review of the literature documents the importance of youth voice and the 
outcomes associated with the implementation of empowerment-based approaches, such as 
YPAR, in examining justice-oriented issues. However, several gaps within the literature exist. 
These gaps concern the connection between empowerment processes and outcomes; use of youth 
50 
 
voice to inform conceptual theories of empowerment; and the professional disciplines in which 
these studies are enacted.  
A large majority of YPAR studies discuss empowerment as an outcome associated with 
such youth-led research projects, but there is little understanding of the process by which these 
empowerment outcomes are achieved (Ozer, 2017). There is a need for more literature which 
links empowerment outcomes to the process of empowerment which is inherent to the 
epistemology that underpins YPAR (Call-Cummings, 2018). By establishing an evidence-based 
understanding of these processes, they can be systematically incorporated into school and 
community settings in order to allow all individuals the opportunity to develop the skills 
associated with youth involvement in empowering experiences. Furthermore, additional research 
is needed in supporting adult allies in implementing these processes, namely equitable power-
sharing and critical reflection (Zeldin et al., 2003). 
Critical youth empowerment theory was conceptualized through participatory research 
with community youth organizations, calling on the perspectives of youth and adult leaders to 
inform to develop program model guidelines (Jennings et al., 2006). While the development of 
this conceptual theory utilizes youth voice, further research is necessary to understand the 
complex processes presented in this theory. Additional practice-based research elevating the 
perspective of youth is needed in order to further understand youth experiences of empowerment 
to promote participatory processes.  
Although the primary setting in which YPAR program delivery is schools (Anyon et al., 
2018), there is a dearth of literature related to the implementation and associated outcomes of 
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YPAR within school psychology literature. As previously discussed, school psychologists 
possess the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to facilitate successful YPAR projects. 
More research is needed from the perspective of school psychologists in order to further promote 
the implementation of YPAR in educational settings. Given the relevancy of YPAR within such 
settings and school psychologists’ training, which aligns with empowering youth, this dearth 
within the school psychology literature documents the need for increased attention to the 
relevancy of YPAR in education and the outcomes that are achieved through this critical 
epistemology in hopes that this might encourage the implementation of additional YPAR 









Community agency selection criteria. Several criteria were established in selecting a 
setting for this research. These criteria included: an openness to the researcher’s direct work with 
high school-aged youth between the ages of 14 and 18 years old; organizational values of youth 
development, leadership, and empowerment; and mutual value in the research findings between 
the partnering organization and the researcher. These criteria were established in order to ensure 
alignment with the principles of youth participatory action research, which informed the 
conception and overall process of the research.  
In order to identify an organization which met these criteria, the researcher contacted a 
professor within her university program who had a working relationship with several youth-
serving organizations within a nearby community. The researcher contacted program directors of 
various community organizations provided by her professor. One response was returned after 
establishing this initial contact. An introductory phone call between a program director of a 
youth-serving organization and the researcher was scheduled in order to discuss the aims and 
purpose of the research. The program director requested the submission of several research-
related documents to provide to the executive director of the organization in order to obtain 
approval for the research. After providing these documents, the research was approved by the 
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executive director of the community organization. An initial meeting was held between the 
program director and the researcher. During this meeting, the research was provided a tour of the 
community organization facilities. Additionally, the goals of this research were discussed and 
deemed feasible. The program director expressed that the research would be of value and use to 
youth and the community in which they reside.  
 Participant selection criteria. Several criteria were established in order to determine 
eligibly for participation in individual interviews. The first criteria required that youth be 
between the ages of 14 and 18 years of age and currently enrolled in high school. The second 
criteria required that youth be actively involved in the organization. This involvement was 
defined by consistent attendance over the course of the implementation of the youth led research 
project. Beyond attendance, this criterion was established to ensure youth would meaningfully 
and purposefully engage in the various activities, discussions, and reflections that occurred as a 
part of the youth-led research team programming. The third and final criteria required a 
willingness from participants to discussing their experiences with empowerment across multiple 
contexts. Furthermore, this discussion required open, honest feedback of their perspectives and 
experiences within the community.  
Description 
The youth-serving community organization selected for this study is located in a suburb 
of a large, midwestern city. This community organization will be referred to simply as, “the 
organization”, as this is the only organization involved in the present study. The organization 
primarily serves youth from two communities; Community A and Community B. Demographic 
data is reported for each community served by the organization. According to 2010 U.S. Census 
data, the communities in which the organization serves have a population of 83,891 and 56,675 
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people. Of these numbers, 89.2% of Community A and 63.2% of Community B members 
identify as Hispanic or Latino/a. Of the total population in each community, approximately 
40.1% and 27.9% identify as foreign-born persons. The median household income in 
Community A is $47,487 and $60,811 in Community B. The percentage of people who are in 
poverty are 18.2% and 13.1%. Demographic data and population statistics reported by the U.S. 
Census Bureau for both communities served by the organization are presented in Table 1. A total 
of four public school districts are in the catchment area of the two communities (ISBE, 2019). 
One elementary district is located in Community A and two elementary districts are located in 
Community B. Elementary districts in both communities feed into one high school district 
located in Community A. Demographic data obtained from the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) and the Illinois Report Card are presented in Table 2 (ISBE, 2019). These data 
are from the 2018-2019 school year and are the most recent data available through NCES. 
Table 1. Community A and Community B Population Percentages 
 
Demographic Community A Community B 
Race/Ethnicity   
American Indian 0.5% 0.4% 
Asian 0.6% 3.5% 
Black 3.7% 6.8% 
Latino/a 89.2% 63.2% 
White 6.8% 25.9% 





Age Group   
Persons Under 5 
Years 
7.0% 6.9% 
Persons Under 18 
Years 
29.8% 25.5% 
Persons 65 Years 
and Older 
7.8% 10.7% 
Gender   
Female 49.8% 50.7% 
Male 50.2% 49.3% 
Educational Attainment   






Disability Status   
% with Disability 3.7% 5.8% 











Table 2. School District Demographics 
 
Demographic District 1 District 2 District 3 District 4 
Grades Served P - 8 P - 8 P - 8 9 - 12 
Total Schools 4 8 16 4 
Total Students 2,888 3,663 11,270 8,417 
Student/Teacher Ratio 20.0 16.4 19.5 25.4 
Total Expenditure/Student $13,470 $11,583 $12,837 $12,496 
% Low Income 87.8% 80.7% 94.5% 86.7% 
% Students with Disabilities  19.4% 17.7% 15.0% 12.7% 
% English Learners 31.9% 28.0% 56.1% 18.1% 
 
Participants 
Twenty-five members of the organization were recruited to participate in a youth-led 
research project. These participants were members of a youth advisory board, a select group of 
youth who are part of a larger youth development program at the organization. Of these 
members, eight youth were recruited for participation in the current research. These eight 
participants were identified through snowball sampling methods (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The 
program director identified several youth members who could provide information-rich 
responses during interview procedures. The recruitment methods employed within this research 
allowed for all youth members who wished to participate to be included.  
The eight participants were between the ages of 15 and 18 and attended the three high 
schools within the larger school district served by the organization. Each youth participant 
regularly participated in the youth-led research project at the organization. All youth participants 
provided powerful and necessary insight regarding both the presence and absence of various 
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factors which facilitate youth empowerment within their communities. Table 3 outlines 
demographic information obtained from each youth participant, including age, school, grade, 
race/ethnicity, gender identity, and sexual orientation. 
Design 
 The present study utilized a qualitative case study methodology. This design allowed for 
an in-depth description and analysis of a youth participatory action research project by which the 
study was bounded (Merriam & Tisdell, 2014). The unit of analysis was the youth who 
experiences empowerment processes across various contexts within their community. This 
methodological approach supported the researcher in using multiple sources of data over the 
course of several weeks to understand a specific phenomenon of interest (Creswell, 2014). 
Qualitative data was collected and analyzed in order to describe the process of youth 
empowerment as it was enacted through a youth-led research project. 
 The consensual qualitative research (CQR) (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997) 
approach was utilized to analyze data in the current study. The rationale for this approach was 
the alignment of key components of CQR in relation to the aims of the current study. These key 
components include: (a) reliance on narratives to derive meaning; (b) importance of context; (c) 
use of small samples; and (d) use of multiple viewpoints; and (e) consensual procedures. These 
features reinforce trustworthiness of the data but allow for the aims of this study to be achieved. 
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Table 3. Participant Demographics 
Demographic Categories Frequency Percentage 
Age    
    15 2 25 
    16 2 25 
    17 3 38 
    18 1 12 
School   
    School A 3 38 
    School B 4 50 
    School C 1 12 
Grade   
    9th 1 12 
    10th 3 38 
    11th 1 12 
    12th 3 38 
Race/Ethnicity   
    Latino(a)/Hispanic 7a - 
    Caucasian/White 3a - 
Sexual Orientation   
    Straight 7 88 
    Prefer not to disclose 1 12 
Note. a Reflects two participants who endorsed two race/ethnicity categories. 
 
 
Measures and Instrumentation 
 The various instruments utilized in this study assessed the key processes of youth 
empowerment as conceptualized through critical youth empowerment theory. Semi-structured 
interviews were the primary instrument used to examine the process of youth empowerment as it 
was enacted through the youth-led research project. In addition, researcher field notes were used 
to further investigate this process. Prior to the start of each interview, participants were asked to 
complete a brief questionnaire in order to obtain information related to various demographics of 
the participants. Please see Appendix A for a sample of this questionnaire.  
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 During individual interviews, participants were asked to describe their experiences of 
empowerment at school, the organization, and within the community. Specifically, they were 
asked to describe the factors which both facilitate and impede youth empowerment across these 
contexts. The interview protocol was divided into six sections, each representing a dimension of 
critical youth empowerment theory. Similarly, interview questions were developed through the 
lens of this conceptual framework to elicit greater understanding of the relationship between 
youth empowerment and to each dimension. Several types of open-ended questions were used to 
elicit information, including experience, opinion, hypothetical, Devil’s advocate, ideal position, 
and interpretive questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Interview protocols which illustrate the 
question type and organization are included in Appendices B and C. 
Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight participants who were part of the 
larger youth-led research team. Each participant completed two interviews throughout the youth-
led research project. The rationale for this decision was to increase the likelihood of capturing 
context and subsequent meaning of participants’ perspectives and experiences with the 
phenomenon of interest. Furthermore, the inclusion of a second interview allowed the researcher 
to clarify content shared in the first interview and inquire about perspectives regarding the youth-
led research project as it unfolded. This practice is recommended in the consensual qualitative 
research (CQR) approach (Burkard, Knox, & Hill, 2012).  
Each interview participant was involved in all phases of the youth-led research project, 
which included defining, investigating, and developing a plan to address an issue within the local 
community. These participants provided unique and imperative perspectives regarding 
experiences of empowerment prior to and following participation in the youth-led research team, 
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the progress of this team, and the needs of the community. Participants were specifically asked to 
reflect on their experiences within the six dimensions of youth empowerment throughout various 
contexts within the community, including school and the organization. Interview protocols were 
adapted to fit the needs of the research study due to the emergent design of qualitative research. 
Field Notes 
Detailed field notes were recorded during each weekly-held research team meeting. As a 
participant-observer, these notes allowed the researcher to document the phenomenon of interest, 
and empowerment processes within the setting where these processes naturally occurred. Field 
notes were structured to record the key elements of the setting in which research team meetings 
were held. These key elements included features of the physical setting, participants, activities 
and interactions, conversation, other factors (e.g., nonverbal communication patterns), and the 
researcher’s reflections. These features were all considered and recorded within the larger 
framework of critical youth empowerment theory.  
Observations of the physical setting included documentation of the allocation and 
accommodations available within the space where research team meetings were held. The 
number of participants, relevant characteristics of these participants, and their roles throughout 
each meeting were recorded. Observations of activities and interactions included reflections of 
participants interactions with the research activities and one another. Conversation and other 
factors were observed by examining the content of conversations, both verbal and nonverbal, 
occurring in large and small group formats. At the conclusion of research team meetings, 






Youth-led Research Project 
A youth participatory action research project was initiated at the organization in order to 
examine the process of youth empowerment as it was enacted through a youth-serving 
community organization. This project took place as a part of a youth leadership program at the 
organization. Youth participants, two adult leaders, and the researcher engaged in weekly 
research team meetings in order to identify and address a justice-oriented issue of relevance 
within their community. Several goals were established in order to achieve the larger purpose of 
engaging youth in a YPAR project. The primary goals of the research meetings were to: (1) 
identify and define a justice-oriented issue of relevance to youth within a localized community; 
(2) examine the identified issue through various youth-identified research methods; (3) 
communicate findings to key-stakeholders in order to promote social action; and (4) evaluate the 
progress of the project and subsequent action. These goals served as the overarching framework 
and structure for the research sessions.  
Eight research team meetings were initiated over a 10-week period of time, lasting 
approximately one hour in duration. All meetings were conducted at the organization, with the 
exception of the final team meeting. The final research team meeting was conducted via an 
online platform (i.e., Zoom). During these meetings, youth researchers engaged in a modified 
YPAR curriculum developed by YPAR Hub (www.yparhub.berkeley.edu), which helped to 
facilitate an understanding of YPAR and research methodology. Furthermore, this curriculum 
guided and supported the research in the process of identifying and examining an issue of 
relevance to youth researchers. Through weekly meetings, youth researchers identified a justice-
oriented issue of relevance within the community, selected and implemented appropriate tools 
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for examining this issue, and examined and analyzed collected data. Weekly lesson plans 
outlining the specific topics and programming covered over the course of implementation are 
provided in Appendix J.  
At the eleventh week of implementation, an executive order was issued in response to 
COVID-19 by state government officials which required all non-essential business and 
operations to cease. This occurrence immediately halted all research activities. At the time of this 
incident, the research team had finished analyzing data collected through a youth-developed 
survey. The researcher consulted with the program director at the organization to determine how 
best to proceed. Together, the researcher and program director decided it was best to suspend the 
current project and reconvene when in-person research activities could be reinstated. These 
unfortunate circumstances prohibited the research team from achieving the final goals of this 
project, which included sharing results with key-stakeholders and evaluating overall progress of 
the research project. As previously described, one final research team meeting was held via an 
online platform (e.g., Zoom) in order to conclude the project with youth researchers. 
Interviews 
All eight participants were recruited through snowball sampling methods. Recruitment 
procedures began prior to the start of the first youth-led research team meeting. A recruitment 
letter was provided to all participants and their legal guardians. Appendices D and E include the 
recruitment letters utilized in this study. Of important note, recruitment letters provided to 
parents were translated to Spanish as all youth participants who required parental consent stated 
this was the primary language spoken in their homes. Interviews were completed on an 
individual basis in order to obtain an understanding of the essence of each individual’s lived 
experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The first round of interviews was completed at the 
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initiation of the youth-led research project. Specifically, these interviews were conducted 
between the third and fourth week of implementation. Second round interviews were completed 
near the conclusion of the project, between the sixth and seventh weeks of implementation. All 
interviews were completed solely by the researchers and were conducted in a private office 
located at the organization. Each interview was recorded using a digital recording device. All 
recordings were subsequently transcribed by a third party transcription service.  
Prior to beginning each interview, participants were informed of their rights, which 
included an explanation of their consent to audio-recording and ability to withdraw from the 
study at any time without penalty. All participants elected to participate in audio-recording 
procedures. The researcher reviewed the consent or assent form with the participant prior to 
conducting the interview. During this review, participants were informed of the limits of 
confidentiality and told that all names, organizations, schools or other identifiable information 
would be redacted during transcription processes in order to protect the confidentiality of 
themselves and others. Appendices F through H include the consent and assent forms reviewed 
during this procedure. Similar to recruitment materials, parental consent forms were translated to 
Spanish to accommodate the primary language used by participants. Interviews lasted for 
approximately one hour in duration, with a range from 23 minutes to as long as one hour. 
Field Notes 
Researcher field notes were generated throughout the course of the youth-led research 
project for the purpose of triangulating data obtained from individual interviews. Prior to the 
start of each research team meeting, the researcher would record key features of the setting (e.g., 
number of participants, arrangement of the physical space, etc.). Throughout each research team 
meeting, the researcher would record conversations, interactions, developments, etc. as they 
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occurred throughout various activities. A sample of the structured field note protocol is included 
in Appendix I. 
Analysis 
 Interview data analysis procedures were enacted according to guidelines outlined in the 
consensual qualitative research (CQR) approach (Thompson, Vivino, & Hill, 2012). These 
procedures were completed by the researcher and an analysis team. The analysis team consisted 
of two advanced graduate students pursuing doctoral studies within the same program as the 
researcher. Both analysis team members had multiple years of experience participating in 
qualitative research projects. In accordance with a CQR approach, an auditor was utilized to 
ensure the quality of the analyses completed by the analysis team. Similar to the analysis team, 
the auditor was a graduate student pursuing doctoral studies within the same program as the 
researcher. At the time of analysis, the auditor had completed his first year of graduate studies. 
Field notes generated during the implementation of the youth-led research project were analyzed 
independently by the researcher. Analysis procedures employed in this study are further 
described below.   
Interviews 
Interview data analysis was completed across four primary steps involving both within-
case and cross-analysis as outlined by the CQR approach (Thompson et al., 2012). First, open-
ended data were collected by the researcher. In accordance with CQR techniques, the researcher 
recorded detailed notes during and after the completion of each interview. These notes included 
the researcher’s impression of rapport between researcher and participant and the richness of the 
participant responses (Burkard et al., 2012). All interview recordings were transcribed verbatim 
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by a third party transcription service. The researcher reviewed all transcripts in order to ensure 
accuracy and redact any identifiable information.  
 Development of domains. The data analysis process began by first creating a domain 
list. The researcher developed an initial domain list based on the six domains of the conceptual 
framework and the primary questions listed in the interview protocol. The initial domain list was 
applied to several transcripts and modified as necessary. After the domain list was finalized, each 
member of the analysis team independently reviewed the transcripts to assign “blocks” of 
narrative within each transcript according to domain. Next, the researcher and analysis team met 
to review and reach consensus on individually assigned “blocks.” This process was continued 
until consensus across all transcripts was reached. At the conclusion of this process, a consensus 
version of each case was developed by the researcher. The consensus version of each case was 
created using a table format in a digital spreadsheet and displayed all raw data taken from the 
transcripts categorized under identified domains.  
 Construction of core ideas. Core ideas were constructed by summarizing the content 
within each domain for each case. The researcher independently developed core ideas by reading 
each “block” of data within each domain across cases. The researcher then summarized the data, 
making sure to utilize words spoken by participants during the interview. The analysis team 
reviewed all core ideas and provided feedback. This feedback was incorporated, and core ideas 
were revised by adding details and articulating differently interpreted meanings, when necessary. 
The revision process continued until the researcher and analysis team members reached 
consensus on each word of all core ideas constructed. The researcher was responsible for 
recording final core ideas into the table format utilized during the domain development phase of 
analysis. This process was implemented for all 16 transcripts. 
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 Audit of domains and core ideas. The initial domain list was provided to the auditor for 
review. The auditor provided feedback regarding the clarity and adequacy of the domain list. 
After core ideas were constructed, the consensus version of each case, including domains and 
core ideas, were provided to an auditor for secondary review. Feedback from the auditor was 
considered and incorporated as seen fit by the analysis team. 
 Cross-analysis between cases. Cross-analysis was conducted independently with the 
researcher reviewing core ideas within each determined domain. Similar core ideas were grouped 
and categorized according to common themes across cases (Hill, Thompson, & Nutt-Williams, 
1997; Mahrer, 1988). After the completion of this step, the analysis team met to obtain consensus 
regarding the categorization of core ideas and titles of identified categories. This process was 
completed by domain, whereas one domain was reviewed at a time and repeated until all 
domains had been cross-analyzed and categorized (Hill, 2012). 
 Auditing of cross-analysis. After cross-analysis was completed, the auditor examined 
the work completed in this phase in order to review the categorization (Hill, 2012). Comments 
and suggestions made by the auditor were reviewed by the analysis team in order to reach 
consensus regarding this feedback. When necessary, the auditor was consulted for clarification or 
consensus purposes. This process was repeated until all team members reached consensus (Hill, 
2012).  
Triangulation of Field Notes 
Researcher field notes were analyzed through two cycles of coding. The first cycle 
utilized descriptive coding procedures (Miles et al., 2014). The rationale for use of this coding 
procedure was provided by Miles et al. who state that this procedure is appropriate for analysis 
of field notes, particularly for beginning qualitative researchers. Phrases, observations, and 
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reflections were reviewed and summarized to develop short words and phrases which described 
the topic of field notes and artifacts. At the conclusion of the descriptive coding process, a list of 
short words and phrases was developed for analysis in the second round of coding. Pattern 
coding procedures were utilized as a second cycle of coding (Miles et al., 2014). The rationale 
for this decision was also provided by Miles et al. who determine that pattern coding is 
appropriate for developing major themes from data. During this process, phrases generated 
during the first round of coding were organized into categories and themes by grouping similar 
codes. Similarly grouped codes were then assigned a pattern code. Pattern codes were analyzed 
to develop themes within the data. Descriptive and pattern coding procedures were conducted 







Chapter Three presented the rationale for conducting a qualitative case study to examine 
youths’ experiences of youth empowerment as it was enacted at a youth-serving community 
organization and within the larger community. The methods and processes utilized to collect and 
analyze data included participant recruitment; procedures for conducting the current research; the 
instrumentation used in semi-structured interviews and during the implementation of youth-led 
research team meetings; and a description of the analysis techniques used in analyzing the results 
of interviews and researcher field notes. 
 The current chapter presents the results of the data analyses and descriptions of the 
categories and themes derived from the raw interview data. Youth voice is heavily relied on to 
illustrate these emergent themes. As individuals who experience the phenomenon of youth 
empowerment directly, it was necessary to amplify their voices in illustrating the findings of this 
study. Researcher field notes are also included to further support data shared by youth. The 
results are structured to align with the three main research questions presented in this study. 
Contextualizing the Data Analysis Process 
Due to the nature of semi-structured interview protocol, no two transcripts were alike in 
their questioning or cadence. Therefore, transcripts were uniquely organized during the analysis 
phase of the study. The first phase of analysis required the careful reading of all interview 
transcripts in order to gain a full and complete understanding of the perspectives and experiences 
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of youth and their involvement with empowerment processes across school and community 
contexts. After this step, the process of identifying themes and assigning domains commenced. 
This process required numerous in depth discussions and debates amongst the primary analysis 
team (e.g., two coders and researcher), and between the analysis team and the auditor, until 
consensus was achieved at all levels of analysis. After consensus was achieved, coding 
procedures were enacted. Major themes and subcategories were identified during this phase of 
analysis with subsequent rounds of extracting precise words expressed by participants. 
Participant Descriptions 
 A description of the youth who participated in this study are provided in Table 4 below. 
This table is provided to help illustrate the backgrounds of these youth, which inform their 
experiences of empowerment across various contexts within the community. These descriptions 
provide information related to important and informative aspects of their identifies. 
Table 4. Participant Identity Descriptions 
Participant Age School Grade Gender Race/Ethnicity Sexual Orientation 
Participant 1 18 West 12th Male Caucasian/White Straight 
Participant 2 16 East 11th Male Latino/Hispanic Straight 
Participant 3 17 West 12th Female Latina/Hispanic Straight 
Participant 4 15 FC 9th Female Latina/Hispanic Prefer not to 
disclose 
Participant 5 16 East 10th Female Latina/Hispanic Straight 
Participant 6 15 East 10th Female Latina/Hispanic Caucasian/White 
 
Straight 
Participant 7 17 West 12th Female Latina/Hispanic Straight 





Domain Development and Descriptions 
Prior to initiating the data analysis process, the researcher developed a start list, or 
proposed list of domains, based on a comprehensive review of the literature pertaining to critical 
youth empowerment theory (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and the primary questions listed in the 
interview protocol.  The domain list was structured according to the six dimensions of youth 
empowerment theory. This list was then applied to several transcripts and modified, as 
necessary, in order to capture the raw data. The final domains identified during this process 
included: (1) a welcoming and safe environment; (2) meaningful participation and engagement; 
(3) equitable power-sharing between youth and adults; (4) critical reflection on individual and 
sociopolitical processes; (5) participation in sociopolitical process to effect change; and (6) 
integrated individual and community-level empowerment. A category structure was developed 
within each domain by reviewing all core ideas identified through abstracting participants’ exact 
words. Similar core ideas were clustered by identifying common themes across participants. The 
domains and categories identified through this process are presented in Table 5. These domains 
and categories are also discussed throughout this chapter in illustrating the findings of this study. 
Field notes were analyzed independently by the researcher.  





Welcoming and Safe Environment  
    Sense of Belonging General 
    Sense of Autonomy Typical 
    Interpersonal Relationships General 
    Culture and Diversity Typical 
    Discrimination and Stereotyping General 
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    Physical Environment Typical 
    Safety General 
Meaningful Participation and Engagement  
    Extracurricular Involvement General 
    Courses and Curriculum Typical 
    Instructional Style General 
    Learning Experiences General 
    Skill-building Opportunities Variant 
    Relationship-building Opportunities Variant 
    Youth Agency Variant 
    Barriers to Participation and Engagement Typical 
    Recommendations for Participation and Engagement Typical 
Equitable Power-Sharing between Youth and Adults  
    Mutual Respect between Youth and Adults General 
    Knowledge Legitimacy General 
    Transparent, Open Dialogue Typical 
    Shared Authority General 
    Barriers to Equitable Power-Sharing between Youth and Adults General 
    Recommendations for Equitable Power-Sharing  General 
Critical Reflection on Sociopolitical Processes  
    Opportunities for Formal Discussion and Reflection General 
    Opportunities for Authentic Discussion and Reflection General 
    Outcomes Associated with Discussion and Reflection Typical 
    Barriers to Critical Reflection on Sociopolitical Processes General 
    Recommendations for Critical Reflection on Sociopolitical Processes Typical 
Engagement in Sociopolitical Action  
    Types of Sociopolitical Action General 
    Outcomes Associated with Sociopolitical Action Typical 
    Barriers to Engagement in Sociopolitical Action Typical 
    Recommendations for Engagement in Sociopolitical Action General 
Individual-Level Empowerment  
    Individual-Level Empowerment Outcomes General 
    Attributions of Empowerment Outcomes General 
    Barriers to Individual-Level Empowerment Typical 
Note. General frequency labels are used for categories when identified by 7 or more participants. Typical frequency 
labels are used for categories when identified by 3 to 6 participants. Variant frequency labels are used for categories 




Research Question One 
Research question one was, “What youth empowerment processes are successfully in 
place within this community?” Participants described several existing processes in place across 
school and community contexts, noting the specific aspects which help to facilitate 
empowerment and how these processes can be enhanced. However, they noted that these 
processes are not consistent and vary significantly across settings. They identified critical factors 
which impede these processes from being enacted, noting that the empowerment processes 
currently in place are not sufficient. At times, themes discussed within this section overlap with 
those presented in research question three presented later in this chapter. In addition to themes 
derived from consensual qualitative analysis, findings derived from researcher field notes are 
also presented.  
Welcoming, Safe Environment 
Youth identified several important factors which contribute to welcoming, safe 
environments across school and community contexts. These factors are categorized as follows: 
(a) positive interpersonal relationships; (b) sense of belonging; (c) acknowledgement of culture 
and diversity; and (d) feelings of safety. By and large, the most significant factor mentioned by 
youth were positive interpersonal relationships with adults. The organization was cited as a 
context in which empowerment processes, and factors which contribute to these processes, were 
consistently implemented, whereas schools were inconsistently indicated. 
Positive interpersonal relationships with adults at the organization. Youth identified 
positive interpersonal relationships as a major contributor to a welcoming environment. Adults at 
the organization were consistently named in discussions concerning positive interpersonal 
relationships. In fact, all youth participants described the relationships with adults at the 
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organization as positive and supportive. When answering questions pertaining to perceptions of 
adults’ care and concern for youth within the community, numerous participants answered that 
adults at the organization top the list as most caring adults. In illustrating this point, when asked 
if any adults within the community cared about her, Participant 7 answered, “Yeah, I think 
[Adult 1] and [Adult 2] are on my top list.” Similarly, when asked to describe how the adults at 
the organization show care towards youth, Participant 5 responded: 
They [Adult 1 and Adult 2] keep you up with the events that they're coming up with. 
They try to build a safe space for us, because I know the purpose here at [the 
organization] is just to keep us out of the streets and doing any negative actions. So, I feel 
it just provides that sense of warmth, from like a home. So, not being parents, but just 
giving us a lot of support.  
 
In this statement, Participant 5 connects the support demonstrated by the adults at the 
organization as contributing to a “sense of warmth,” comparing it to that of a second home.  
Several participants further described this notion of group cohesion, likening the 
relationships between youth and adults at the organization as “second family.” When asked what 
about the organization makes her feel so comfortable being herself, Participant 3 responded, “I 
think the people. [Adult 1] and [Adult 2]. They made me feel like I belong and I feel like I have a 
family here.” Another participant describes the organization as a “second home,” attributing this 
to the trust she has in the adults at the organization: “I mean, I feel like it's my second home 
where I feel like I can trust anyone in the building.” Similarly, in describing what makes the 
adults at the organization so engaging, Participant 2 shares that adults encourage youth to “open 
up” and get to know one another. He concludes these thoughts adding, “You could talk to all 
three of them [adults]. And we would see all three of them [adults] as parents.” 
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Youth illustrate the multifaceted roles adults hold at the organization, describing that 
these adults can “cut loose” and interact with youth on their level while simultaneously providing 
guidance and support, particularly in times of need: 
It’s very casual. Because I know many of the stuff that we, the youth, are interested in, 
they are also interested, too. I feel like sometimes they even do their own research, just to 
have that casual relationship. So, we talk about pop culture and kind of share that same 
interest. Just having the same interest of going out into the community is also what allows 
us to have that bond.  
 
But then also, I think it’s the people that they have, because [Adult 1] and [Adult 2], yeah 
they’re adults. But [Adult 2] is willing to get down with us. She’s dancing with us and 
[Adult 1] is just being a kid, just throwing balls and stuff that. They engage with and 
connect to us based on how we are. But then if we ever need them to be the adults or to 
be emotionally there, they’re there in a heartbeat. 
 
Participant 7 continues to describe the supportive interpersonal relationships with adults 
at the organization, stating that these adults encourage youth to be the best version of themselves: 
“[Adult 1] and [Adult 2] are always pushing us to do our best….” Participants describe that this 
balance allows youth to form meaningful connections with adults. While these adults emphasize 
having fun, they are sure to acknowledge the importance of comprehensive caring of youth. 
Several youth participants described this type of concern, noting that adults will check-in with 
youth to inquire about life outside of the organization. These adults connect youth with mental 
health and other resources when necessary: 
[Adults] mention the clinical side a lot and how they said if you ever need help, if you 
can’t come finding them, you can also work with the school counselor. And I think that’s 
really cool, because most schools don’t really focus on letting you know that there’s help 
here. And [the adults] are really big on mental health, so they let us know.  
 
Youth express the importance of interpersonal relationships with adults at the 
organization, recounting their demonstrated caring for multiple aspects of youth development. 
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Participant 5 describes that the adults at the organization are available to youth when needed and 
listen to them regardless of what programming might be planned for that day: 
[Adult 1] and [Adult 2] are available when we need them, because they’re also here for if 
we’re ever going through emotional issues. They’re here to listen to us, regardless. I 
haven’t gone through anything, but I’ve seen that they’re here to listen to anyone. If 
someone’s having a mental breakdown over there when we’re having a meeting, they’ll 
just put them outside, just be here to listen to anyone. 
 
Several participants expand the idea of comprehensive caring explaining that these adults will 
reach out to parents of youth in the program in order to form a meaningful connection, which 
promotes open communication and establishes trust. Participant 3 describes that these actions 
make her feel as though she belongs and is wanted at the organization:  
[Adult 2] and [Adult 1], they’re always there. They’re always willing to help you out. If 
you’re having a bad day or they’re just in general, they’re really awesome people and 
they’re just always there for you no matter what. 
 
Youth note that a key feature of these relationships is the reliability of the care and 
concern demonstrated by adults at the organization. Youth feel that these adults will be there for 
them regardless of the situation at hand, evoking feelings of comfort and security. This 
consistency establishes the organization as a “safe space” where youth feel supported to freely 
express themselves. Participant 4 illustrates these feelings when describing her relationship with 
adults at the organization: “Everyone gets along here and we all just...there’s never really any 
drama. It’s all relieving and stuff. You can come here and be like, okay, this part of the day is 
going to be good.” 
Youth accredit their participation and engagement at the organization to the interpersonal 
relationships with adults. Participant 2 attributes his engagement at the organization to the adults 
who run the program, describing that they engage youth in activities and create an environment 
in which students feel trusting to be themselves and open up, which in turn fuels engagement: 
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What I feel makes [the organization] so engaging is mostly the adults. I mean, we lost 
two of our, what I call the powerhouses, since I was here. It was three people and then we 
lost two of them, but he was kind of our predecessor. No, predecessor? Is that it? Yeah. 
But that’s what mostly makes it most engaging. The adults here know how to engage you 
into the activities and how to make you actually open up. Because when I came here, I 
didn’t talk to anybody, but they were able to get some other people to make me get 
engaged and they were talking to me as well. 
 
Youth accounts of positive interpersonal relationships with adults at the organization 
were supported by observations completed by the researcher during field note collection. 
Throughout the implementation of the youth-led research project, adults were observed 
positively interacting with youth. These positive interactions entailed adults inquiring about 
youths’ lives within the context of school and within the larger community. They asked 
questions, which demonstrated an authentic care and concern for their wellbeing. They were 
observed interacting with youth in a less formal manner, often joking and sharing fun personal 
stories with youth. At times, adults were observed checking-in with youth who appeared upset, 
often pulling them aside or bringing them into a private space to talk. At the conclusion of each 
meeting, adults ensured that all youth had rides to get home safely and waited for each youth 
member to be picked up. 
Positive interpersonal relationships with adults at school. When describing 
interpersonal relationships with adults at school, youth characterized these relationships as caring 
and attentive. In describing these relationships, one participant responds: 
I think they’re pretty close. All our teachers know us by our names. My math teacher’s 
my favorite, he’s always asking me, “How are you doing?” He’ll share stories with us. 
He’ll ask you, “How was your weekend?” My English teacher asks us every Monday 
how our weekend was. If you have any problems, you can just walk up to her and talk to 




Youth described that teachers demonstrate caring by inquiring about life outside of school and 
demonstrating an interest in students’ lives outside the classroom. When asked to describe how 
her teacher helps create a caring environment at school, Participant 7 stated:  
She’s really sympathetic. If we turn something in late or something, she’ll be like, “Oh, 
okay. I understand everyone has their lives and everything.” And we have this one note 
thing. You know what One Note is, right? All our class is in One Note and she would 
say, “Oh, whatever you’re typing here, I’m only reading it. No one else is going to read 
it.” It’s the opposite, in my civics class, we had to write a paper about ourselves and he 
was like, “Oh, you have to post it.” And I’m like, “I don’t want to post it,” because it was 
talking about my political views and I’m like, “I don’t want anyone reading about it.”  
 
She concludes this statement noting that not all teachers demonstrate these qualities.  
 
Youth identified traits such as openness and honesty as important factors that contribute 
to positive interpersonal relationships with adults, particularly within the school setting. Several 
youth participants noted the importance of this openness in regard to sharing personal 
experiences, noting that this establishes trust and kinship with teachers. When asked to describe 
how adults at school communicate their care for students, Participant 1 responds: 
Using this teacher I have fourth hour, [Teacher Name]. And she’s like, she just turned 28. 
I remember we embarrassed her by singing “Happy Birthday” to her. But she shares...she 
talks to everybody. She’s relatable. If somebody is having a bad day, instead of getting 
outright mad at them she’ll bring them off to the side and be like, “Hey, what’s going on? 
Are you just having a bad day?” Or like, “Why is this happening?” And then people will 
tell her their business and stuff. She’s honestly just a really relatable adult person. And 
then she’ll recommend stuff, she’ll be like, “Maybe you need to go see the [organization] 
counselor at the school or to see a counselor or something. 
 
In this statement, Participant 1 identifies that his teacher’s demonstration of care and concern for 
students further establishes a connection, making this teacher more relatable. He also describes 
the value in her collective care for students beyond academics in the classroom.  
Teacher concern for students’ collective well-being is noted by several other youth as an 
important factor which contributes to positive interpersonal relationships. In illustrating this 
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factor, Participant 3 describes a teacher who demonstrated care beyond his classroom. She 
describes that this teacher noticed her slipping grades across courses and made a point to check 
in with her: 
He was the only one who actually reached out to me, and I felt like he actually cares. He 
was the only teacher who reached out to me, my own coach, I guess, and he always 
checks up on me. Still, to this day, he’ll say, “How are your grades? How are you 
doing?” And everything. 
 
Holding high expectations, which is a factor mentioned by youth in regard to adults at the 
organization, was also a factor identified in positive interpersonal relationships with adults. 
Participant 6 illustrates this factor through a personal example of her teacher: 
He’s [teacher] told us, “I expect everyone to pass the European exam.” And we were all 
just like, “Sorry to disappoint you this year.” Like playing around that we weren’t good 
enough to pass the exam. And he’s like, “You guys all have the potential to do it, you just 
have to work for it. And I’m here to help you.” And he started going down like a whole 
thing that like, “Hey, if you guys need help or you don’t understand something, you can 
come here.” He started telling us all the times we could come, and everyone was like, 
“Okay, but...” And they felt more confident about it. Felt like they actually had a chance, 
and actually be able to pass the exam, because I know people don’t really pass it. No one 
really passes that exam because it’s really hard. 
 
In this statement, Participant 6 identifies that her teacher, who expected all students to pass an 
exam, simultaneously provided the support necessary for them to achieve this goal.  
Positive interactions extend beyond the classroom and were noted as important factors 
with administration as well. Several youth participants described the impact the principal had in 
contributing to a welcoming school environment. They noted several positive interactions and 
the ways in which the principal established personal, individualized relationships with youth. 
They described the principal is often observed waving and high-fiving students in the hallway, 
which communicates his desire to build positive interpersonal relationships. Participant 7 shares 
her experience with the principal, stating, “Since my freshman year, I was scared of him, but 
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once you get to know him in the hallways, he’s like, “Hi. Hello. How are you guys?” He’ll give 
you a high-five. He’s really sweet.” 
Sense of belonging at school. Youth endorse that a sense of belonging, which is 
characterized by feelings of acceptance, trust, and support, is a necessary factor in promoting a 
welcoming environment. In speaking about their experiences across various contexts, youth 
illustrate which of these factors are successfully in place within the community, organization, 
and school. In speaking of their experiences, youth endorse that acceptance towards youth is a 
consistent practice at the organization. Several youth participants noted that these feelings were 
present at school, however, as is demonstrated in subsequent sections of this chapter, feelings of 
acceptance are not widely held within the school setting. 
 In speaking about her experiences at school, Participant 5 describes that her school is 
accepting of all youth, supporting this point by noting the various clubs and resources that exist 
to recognize and celebrate various student interests. When asked to describe the resources at her 
school which create an accepting environment for all students, she states: 
We have clubs. We have sports. Also, there’s, I think, a study for leaders, as well. So, I 
think that really works, as well. Some assemblies, they do just to show their concern, but 
they always try to bring up the fact that we’re all different. I just feel like it could be 
enhanced a little bit more. 
 
She continues, describing that her school is considerate of the difference between students 
despite being a part of the same school community: “Even though we’re all a part of the same 
community, we all identify as different human beings. So, I feel like it’s showing that there’s 
consideration.” Participant 5 expands on this point, describing that this acceptance is also 
reflected by teachers. She notes that school staff are aware of who she is as a person and her 
ambitions in life. When asked if school personnel are accepting to all students, she responds: 
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I think they do. Possibly, I haven’t seen it, them not being accepting. But, for me, I feel 
like they know who I am, and they’re willing to know what my ambitions are. So, I don’t 
feel like that’s a problem, really. 
 
Participant 3 indicates a similar viewpoint, responding to a similar question stating, “I 
think so, honestly. Teachers, they help out when they can.” Accepting attitudes towards all 
students are also discussed by Participant 2. In responding to this same question, he states: 
At my school I’d say yes, because we’re all kind of diverse. Well, at my school it’s 
majority Latino and Hispanic, or Latinx and Hispanic, but we do...what’s the word again? 
We are accepted, all our students. No matter what ethnicity or age. It just depends on if 
you show respect, you’ll get respect. 
 
Participant 3 contributes, describing various factors that communicate acceptance. She identifies 
teachers who dedicate time and help to students as one of these factors: “I feel like they’re really 
helpful and, I mean, I feel like they have time. I feel like they would have time for many 
students. I don’t know. I just think that they’re pretty helpful.” 
Sense of belonging within the organization. When discussing her experiences at the 
organization, Participant 6 describes this setting as an enjoyable place, crediting this to the 
people present at the organization. She states that these individuals are accepting of her, 
regardless of how she is feeling. She is able to participate and engage in whatever capacity she 
has at the moment. When asked to describe what makes the organization an enjoyable place to 
be, Participant 6 states:  
I think it’s the people and the environment because I know I can be here and not talk. I sit 
down and I’ll not talk to anyone and then I know like...I know like I can be here and like, 
not talk. I can sit down and like, not talk to anyone. And then like, I know like...someone 
would come out of nowhere and come hug me and be like, “Let me tell you about this!” 
 
Participant 8 endorses a similar feeling, describing that her experiences at the organization have 
been positive. She attributes this to the environment, which she describes as a “chill” place. She 
mentions the connections that are built with youth and staff, establishing the organization as a 
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“safe zone”. She notes that on bad days, she can come to the organization to feel better, 
describing the atmosphere as “friendly and loving”: 
Well, when we come to [the organization], especially when I would feel like it’s just a 
chill place. Once you start coming often enough and you build those bonds, it just 
becomes a safe zone that you can come in. I know there’ve been times I had really bad 
days and I would come. Yeah, it wouldn’t make it automatically, perfectly fine, but I just 
know I would feel better if I would just stay at home or not do anything or go somewhere 
else. And then just the atmosphere is so friendly and loving I guess. 
 
Participant 7 describes that she is “very comfortable” being herself at the organization. 
When asked why this is, she responds, “The atmosphere, I guess. Everyone here knows not to 
judge anyone else and accept everyone for who they are, especially [Adult 2] and [Adult 1]. 
They really help us grow as a person.” When asked to explain how these adults create this 
accepting atmosphere, Participant 7 adds: 
Well, if they see you need help in something, but they’ll ask you or they’ll reach out to 
you. I had a problem recently and I let [Adult 2] know and [Adult 1] know and they were 
really helpful. Even during their personal time, they’re helping me. 
 
Acknowledgement of culture and diversity within the community. The rich, diverse 
culture of the community was identified as an important factor which contributes to a positive 
environment. Several youth noted the importance in recognizing and celebrating this cultural-
richness, particularly as youth of color. Participant 2 describes how this diversity establishes a 
connection to his community because of the shared culture of residents: 
I personally like the community. It’s diverse, but at the same time...I think that’s just me 
being Mexican-American, how I’m able to speak Spanish and English. I’m able to be 
connected with everybody. I can speak a majority of the languages. I can’t speak the 
languages of other immigrants, of course, but yeah. I do feel mostly connected.  
 
Youth describe that celebrations of diversity communicate that their community is warm and 
welcoming towards all types of individuals, which is reflected in the friendly attitudes of 
residents. Overall, this factor contributes to an environment which is safe and comfortable. When 
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asked to describe her experiences as a member of this community, Participant 4 stated, “I like 
[Community A]. I enjoy being here. I mean, we’re around everything. The people here are really 
nice, too. There’s Latinos everywhere, Americans everywhere. I feel safe and comfortable.” 
Similarly, when asked to describe the aspects of her community that are enjoyable, Participant 8 
answered: 
I think because it’s so culturally rich. Well, not in comparison to [Community A]. 
[Community A] was just like Mexico, [State]. But I feel [Community B] has a lot of 
culture inside of it but it’s not just one culture. You can go and get Italian food in 
[Community B]. You can go and get Mexican food in [Community B]. It’s just so 
diverse. It welcomes other people. Yeah, there’s a prevalence of a Latino community, but 
there’s still so many different people and so many different generations and stories that 
are inside [Community B]. You still have to keep searching to find.  
 
The organization was credited for acknowledging diverse cultures present within the 
larger community. Participant 1 describes how the diversity at the organization creates a 
welcoming environment. He states that he feels comfortable being himself at the organization 
because it is a program in which many diverse individuals can come together:  
There are just all different types of people and we’re all here for a certain reason, 
something to do, like a parent wanted us involved, or we just want to do something good. 
And then over the course of time you start to get to know more people more in depth, 
maybe shared history, shared...similar traumas, I don’t know if that’s the right word to 
use but you realize that people aren’t so different deep down. It’s only skin deep is what 
I’m saying.  
 
Another participant describes that the adults at the organization make it a meaningful place for 
all by acknowledging and respecting individual identities but also group identities. Participant 8 
notes that a majority of the adults who work for the organization are people of color who identify 
with different communities, which is validating to youth identities. When asked to describe what 
the adults at the organization do to make it a meaningful place for everyone, she responded: 
Acknowledging like who’s here and our own individual identities but then our group 
identities, I think just acknowledging that. And then a majority of their employees are 
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people of color or are people who identify with different communities, and so I think by 
including that just automatically is a good acknowledgement to who we are.  
 
Acknowledgement of culture and diversity at school. Several youth participants 
explained that in a large, diverse school there is exposure to all types of people, which promotes 
feelings of inclusivity for all students. They explain that their schools, which have a significant 
population of Latino/a students, demonstrate consideration for the diversity of individuals despite 
being a part of one collective community. When describing the acknowledgement of diversity at 
school, Participant 1 noted the presence of various clubs and extracurricular activities which 
support students of various identity groups. He expressed that the presence of these resources 
celebrates diversity and promotes inclusion: 
I feel it at school, it’s less so discriminatory because everybody is...everybody’s different. 
There’s anything you can think of in a school of over 3000 people there, so it’s like, 
there’s transgender people, there’s gay people, straight people, bi people, there’s a club 
for everything. There’s different groups of people, so I feel like they’re really good at 
diversity and being inclusive. There’s always a place for you. 
 
Participant 5 also mentions clubs and extracurriculars, noting that the presence of these resources 
demonstrates awareness and support of the diversity of the student population: 
We have the resources for all those different types of people, whether they’re part of the 
LGBT community, or they have this type of interest. All those resources, it shows that 
they’re aware of who they have in the school, because we’re all different at the end of the 
day. 
 
As an extension of positive interpersonal relationships and respect for diversity, 
Participant 8 describes her value of teachers of color, who she feels can more authentically relate 
to student populations. She describes that due to his cultural identity, her math teacher 
understands various cultural references that other teachers cannot:  
It’s like if we ever have a problem, we can go to him because we know he goes through 
the same things as us. And then also, he’s a person of color and most of the teachers at 
our school are white teachers, and so it’s more fun to go into his class and hear Spanish 
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being spoken or him talk about different jokes or cultural things that you just understand. 
You just automatically click with him even if you’ve never met him before.  
 
Participant 8 provides an additional example of her math teacher, describing that her teacher will 
connect students to math bringing in various aspects of their culture, which helps unify, connect, 
and engage students: 
My math teacher, he knows we all think Latino ways, I guess, or we have those 
upbringings, so that’s how he connects us to math. He’ll spend 20 minutes talking about 
what his mom made him for dinner and then go into teaching and spend another 10 
minutes about some Mexican holiday, and then go back to teaching. He implements 
like... because he knows that’s how we can all unify and connect and that’s how he’ll get 
us all engaged.  
 
Feelings of safety within the community. When asked to describe their feelings of 
safety within the community, several youth endorsed a general feeling of safety across school 
and community contexts. One participant noted that he enjoys his community because of the 
sense of kinship between residents. He describes that members of this community demonstrate 
an ability to relate to one another through various hardships experienced: 
I feel like there’s a sense of community, we all know what we want, we all know people 
for the most part, we all know that we’re people we know that everybody has struggles, 
nobody is perfect. Like...that family has financial issues, like a lot of people have 
financial issues. And then I feel like we all relate to each other a lot. 
 
As an extension of the community, all youth endorsed feelings of security when 
discussing their involvement and participation in programming at the organization. In fact, most 
youth endorse this setting as a place in which they feel an ability to express themselves. When 
asked about her perceptions of safety at the organization, Participant 3 stated: “I feel very 
comfortable. I mean, I feel safe.” Similarly, Participant 4 described the organization, stating: 
“Everyone gets along here and we all just...there’s never really any drama. It’s relieving and 
stuff. You can come here and be like, ‘Okay, this part of the day is going to be good’.”  
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While several participants endorsed feelings of safety within the community, this was not 
a universal experience for all participants. One participant reflects on the varied experiences of 
safety and describes his feelings of security within his community as an extension of his 
privilege as a white male. He describes that the same is not true for his female friends who take 
various safety precautions, such as placing keys between their knuckles when walking and 
avoiding walking at night: 
I feel pretty safe, but kind of chuck that up to privilege because nobody’s going to attack 
a six foot tall, white dude. And so compared to some people, I have a lot of female 
friends and they talk about how they’ll put the keys in between the knuckles when they 
walk, and they don’t try to walk home at night and most people don’t. And I know that’s 
my personal privilege that I’m...I always feel safe pretty much no matter where I’m at. 
 
Relatedly, Participant 6 describes her perceptions of safety within her community, noting how 
these perceptions have shifted due to recent events: 
I used to think that it was a really good place because I always saw that mostly the bad 
things that happen, they don’t have been where I live. But recently I found out that 
someone was trying to get someone to...I’ll explain it. Basically, one of my neighbors 
that lives right next to me, they were walking through my alley to go to work because 
they’re older than me and they said that this old man was trying to tell him that they 
wanted to see them naked. They’d pay them $500. And she said no. She just got in her 
car. It just happened last week. And I always thought that those bad things wouldn’t 
happen where I live, and it happened and I’m like...but I thought it was a good secure 
place? But I haven’t always seen that. Even though I think that it’s a secure place, deep 
down I’ve always known that it wasn’t.  
 
Participant 6 continues, describing how she is fearful to walk alone due to her gender, noting the 
societal injustices of women feeling scared to walk alone: 
I’m always scared to walk alone. So I ask my boyfriend, I’m like, “Hey, can you walk 
you to school?” He’s sick and it’s cold and he walks 20 minutes to walk me in. “Hey, can 
you walk me please? Because I don’t want to go alone and I feel it’s not really a safe 
place.” But I feel that’s just because I’m a girl and I feel that’s how society makes it look. 





Meaningful Participation and Engagement 
Responses from youth indicated that there are several factors which facilitate meaningful 
participation and engagement both at school and the organization. These factors primarily pertain 
to the learning experience type and instructional style. As identified in the previous section, 
youth note that activities and programming which drive meaningful participation and 
engagement are consistently in place at the organization, whereas they are not at school.  
Organization-based learning experiences. In considering empowerment processes in 
place within the community, youth cited several types of learning experiences which elicit 
meaningful participation and engagement. Most commonly, youth cited service-learning 
experiences as those which were most engaging. Several participants credit their involvement in 
the community to their participation in the programming offered through the organization. When 
asked to describe his involvement in the community, Participant 1 responded, “I’m pretty 
involved especially with [the organization]. There’s all types of community-based volunteer 
work. We’ve done [bike organization name] which is a shop that takes bikes...they sell bikes, and 
they donate bikes to second and third world countries.” Participant 2 describes that prior to his 
participation in the organization he was not involved with his community. He explains that 
through this program he has increased his participation in volunteer and community service in 
ways that would not have been possible without the organization: 
Being in [the organization], it’s been able to open all the opportunities that I didn’t see 
before I wasn’t here. Before I would think that there’s not much I can do or there’s not 
that many places I can go, but with the program I was able to see that there is possibility 
of going places. Before I was in the program, not so much. It was usually just “go to 
school and go home” repeatedly. But with the program I’m able to do a lot of volunteer 





When asked to describe the aspects of the programming which drive meaningful 
participation, youth mentioned several types of experiences offered through the organization. 
They discuss fun experiences, where youth are able to take part in outdoor activities such as 
camping, skiing, and rock climbing. They discussed opportunities to attend plays, see movies, 
and other enjoyable activities. Youth describe how these activities serve several purposes. 
Participants explain that they not only offer youth a chance to have fun, but they facilitate the 
development of meaningful relationships with peers and adults while simultaneously being 
challenged to push themselves, build skills, and experience new things. Participant 7 illustrates 
these findings when describing her participation in these activities: 
We go on a lot of trips. I’ve been to a whole lot of different states, just because of [the 
organization]. It’s fun, and we get to experience a lot of new things. You mentioned 
[youth member], she’s my best friend. That’s why we became best friends, through this 
program. We’ve been skiing, we’ve gone to a lake house in Michigan. We’ve been to 
movie theaters, we’ve got to see plays and different college trips. 
  
Another participant describes how participation in these activities breaks down barriers between 
youth, and drives more meaningful connection: 
When you first get here as an intern, you see all the people in cliques, and you are like, 
“Oh God, did I come to the wrong place?” But then you get to know them more, you do 
things with them, outings, or camping, volunteer work, and then you become part of 
those groups. 
 
In addition to these activities, several participants noted the importance of programming 
related to college-readiness offered through the organization. They recount experiences 
participating in college campus tours, mock interviews, and resume building workshops. 
Participant 3 describes the value of these experiences, specifically noting that they are not 
typically offered in school:  
I think it offers more than being at school because here you can go on a lot of college 
campus tours and at school you really can’t. It’s like two or three times a month and I feel 
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like you can go on a lot of trips at [the organization] and then at school you can’t really 
do that. I mean they help students out whether it’s like with resumes or interviews, or 
mock interviews and also counseling. They help students become better people and lead 
them into the right path. 
 
Youth most significantly note the importance of volunteering and other service-learning 
experiences offered through the organization. They describe their participation in various 
projects, such as painting murals, park cleanups, blood drives, and food pantry volunteer 
opportunities. Participant 3 describes how these experiences allow youth to learn new skills and 
expand their perspectives through new experiences. When asked what makes the organization a 
place she enjoys being, Participant 3 responded:  
I think what they teach us. We’re doing a mural, and they’re teaching us how to draw, 
and I feel like that’s helping me a little bit. Well, I think learning new experiences, like I 
went skiing a couple of weeks ago, and I never knew how to ski, and I learned how to ski. 
 
Several youth described their participation in service-learning trips to various states. One 
trip focused on rebuilding homes after a hurricane. Another trip involved youth participating in 
conservation efforts to preserve a national park. Participant 3 recounts service-learning trips that 
have occurred out of state: “We went on a service trip to Texas, that was fun. We’re going on 
another service trip to Tennessee.” Youth again express the multitude of benefits experienced 
through their participation on these trips, including social bonding and exposure to diverse 
perspectives than their own: 
I know at the service trip, a lot of people go, and then when they come back...they come 
back like... I feel like people would have to go on trips, but if they go on trips they would 
have to hang out with people that aren’t really in their group. They would have to try to 
go without their friends that they’re always used to.  
 
Several other aspects of the programming at the organization were mentioned by 
participants, including the opportunity to participate in the youth-led research project. Participant 
7 described that this experience was meaningful as it created an opportunity for open-dialogue 
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and sparked conversation beyond the organization: 
Oh, when we were picking sides, I liked how I was able to express what I was talking 
about with my mom and how everyone was backing me up. Because I really thought the 
idea wasn’t going to go as far as it got. But I thought that was cool. 
 
School-based learning experiences. Within the context of school, youth provided fewer 
responses which documented engaging learning experiences. Participant 3 described that 
activity-based learning experiences, along with group activities, were academically engaging: 
“Probably projects or just activities, group activities, and stuff like that.” Participant 6 expanded 
on this idea, noting that school is most engaging when courses are taught in a “discussion” style. 
She describes a teacher who engages students by bringing a guitar and incorporating that into 
class lessons when possible. When asked to describe what makes school engaging, she explains: 
When they teach class as if it was a discussion. I know my old English teacher, he used to 
teach us, but he would teach us in a way that would actually make me want to go to his 
class. I mean, I’ve always liked English and always like writing, I even want to do 
something in the future with that. He had a guitar and he would play, he was playing bass 
in the middle of class. He’ll give us a quiz and then he’ll start playing bass when I would 
like it because I know how to play guitar and so I’ll look at him play bass on and on and 
on. I play bass, too. 
 
Participant 2 describes a unique learning experience which elicited meaningful 
participation and engagement. He recounts his participation in a youth summit, a collaborative, 
youth-inspired partnership between the local police and youth within the community. He 
describes that he was nominated to participate in this program by school-based professionals. 
The purpose of this experience was to educate, encourage, and empower youth through 
meaningful engagement and connection with police officers in the community. He describes his 
experience with the summit: 
There were a couple of tables where it was youth and police officers. Police officers 
would sit down at tables in different teams, all the officers, so we could talk more. And 
then we did little activities about how we see our community and they got the insight of 
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the cops and us. And we were able to play games, so we were able to bond. Because 
there’s a lot of teams where it’s just like, “Screw the cops and the cops don’t do anything 
to protect me,” but then we were able to bond and see that most of them aren’t bad or 
crooked. It’s just we’re always hearing and seeing all the crooked. 
 
Instructional style. While engaging learning experiences were primarily discussed 
within the context of the organization, instructional style was identified as a factor which 
facilitates meaningful participation and engagement in school. When asked to describe the 
components of school that are engaging, youth unanimously named teachers’ instructional styles 
as the primary factor which drives engagement. Several youth note that their participation and 
engagement is dependent upon the teacher and their instructional style:  
I think it mostly depends on the teacher and the curriculum, because some curriculums 
can be boring and you just want to get it over with, but if the teacher has the right energy 
and the right strategy, then it can be fun and engaging. 
 
Youth describe that teachers who engage in authentic conversation, who demonstrate an 
ability to “go off script” and respond to student needs in the moment are most engaging and elicit 
consistent student participation. Youth endorsed the importance of a teacher being able to create 
an open back and forth dialogue with students, rather than focusing on traditional lesson plans. 
Participant 1 describes these factors, noting that these abilities create an atmosphere which is 
engaging to students, while also establishing a balance of mutual respect: 
Like this teacher I mentioned before, [Teacher 1] and [Teacher 2], my Spanish and Earth 
Science teacher, they’re open and they’re honest and they care more about students. And 
they’ll actually be like, “Oh, hi, I’m glad you showed up.” They’ll tell you stuff like, 
“Oh, I’m glad you did this. I’m proud of you.” They’ll actually make you feel like you 
want to be there rather than, “Oh, here’s your work, here’s the textbook, do your work.” 
It’s more open and more a back and forth like you can actually talk to them. But there’s 
still that level of they’re my teacher. I’m the student. 
 
Youth discount the value of worksheets and lecture-style courses, which emphasize more 
traditional instructional styles, noting that these approaches result in disengagement from 
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students. For example, when describing aspects of school she finds disengaging, Participant 3 
states:  
I think the work that we do, I feel like it's not...we just sit there and work on a worksheet 
without the teacher teaching us. I feel like the teacher in general, their style of teaching 
could be it. Yeah. That’s it. 
 
Participant 1 adds to this statement, responding to a question asking about boring aspects of 
school: “When there's nothing to do or there's nobody there you're just doing your work, 
everybody is silent. And it's just, mind numbing, staring at the clock.” Rather, youth identify a 
more facilitative style of instruction, one which emphasizes active conversation and participation 
from students, as engaging. When asked to describe an ideal school environment, Participant 1 
offers: 
I guess it would be more people who actively care, like teachers who are more honest and 
not just saying what's mandated by their work like, “I have to teach this, I have to do 
this.” Somebody who does something unorthodox makes you get up, go around and takes 
an interest in not just the good kids and doesn't always pick favorites. I mean at least that 
for the teachers. 
 
Participant 6 explains the importance of this approach by highlighting a negative experience with 
a previous teacher. She describes that sometimes, just liking a particular subject is not enough to 
sustain interest in a course with a disengaging teacher: 
But I know in 8th grade I had a teacher that I didn't like. So even though I love the 
stuff...the subject. But then it stops because I didn't like the teacher. So, I go to her class, 
like, “I hate this, I don't want to be in this class”.  
 
Another participant describes the importance of teachers making learning “fun”, which 
further motivates youth engagement. She explains that when teachers cannot see beyond the 
bounds of their classroom, it makes it hard to engage in the coursework. The care shown by 
teachers is a feature of engagement and participation: 
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Some teachers that I have, they just make learning so much fun that I want to be in their 
class, but then I have teachers that obviously don't care about you. They just think that 
their classes are the most important thing in the world. They don't even care if you're 
having a bad day. That makes it an unenjoyable. But having teachers that actually care 
about you and promote learning and teach it in such a fun way, that's probably one of my 
favorite things about the school. 
 
Several participants also noted this facilitative style as a key feature of the youth-led 
research project, describing that the opportunity to engage in open-ended discussions regarding 
serious issues within the community was the most engaging aspect of the project: 
I really like how it's organized and it's inviting at times. Because I feel like the topic is 
open-ended where everyone can give their own input. Even though I haven't had any 
experiences related to gang violence, I could still have my thoughts or my questions even. 
I really liked that. 
 
Equitable Power-Sharing 
When asked to describe the nature of youth and adult relationships, participants 
illustrated the presence of several key features of equitable power-sharing. These features were 
primarily present at the organization, however, a few examples of empowerment processes 
related to equitable power-sharing were present in school. The features of equitable power-
sharing enacted in these settings as identified by youth were knowledge legitimacy, mutual 
respect, and shared authority. 
Knowledge legitimacy. Several youth participants noted the ways in which adults at the 
organization recognize youth knowledge as legitimate, ultimately contributing to feelings of 
equity in power-relations between these two parties. Participant 8 expresses that she feels like 
equals to the adults at the organization because they recognize the unique knowledge that youth 
possess. They actively inquire about youth opinion in a way that demonstrates their belief in 
youth's unique vantage point and knowledge beyond what adults know, communicating that 
these adults authentically believe in the power of youth and their skills and abilities: 
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They recognize that we’re equal and I think because they like, [Adult 1] and [Adult 2] 
say all the time or more [Adult 1] because he's older, but he says it like we know what's 
going on more than he does. Like when we're doing the fundraisers and stuff, he doesn't 
make the decision for us, he asks us what sells, what works, would you guys want this? 
They understand that we get the people of today more than he will relate to them. 
 
When asked to describe what factors at the organization have helped to boost her confidence, 
Participant 3 credits the solicitation of her opinion by adults: “Saying any ideas on a certain topic 
and then agree on it, or they consider it.” Participant 5 describes a similar phenomenon, noting 
that the adults at the organization seriously consider the opinions of youth, describing that this 
aligns with the foundation and mission of the organization: 
They take our opinions into account, definitely. Because then when we're deciding on 
trips and even just what we want to eat, they're willing to listen to us. Because that's the 
whole point of [the organization] and absolutely they're here to listen to us. I mean, the 
only stuff that possibly they have to address is just financial stuff and like that. 
 
Mutual respect at the organization. Participants expressed that they feel equal to the 
adults at the organization because of the interactions adults have with youth in this setting, often 
treating them as adults and handling various situations in a collaborative manner. When asked 
about ways the organization promotes engaged participation, Participant 4 describes that the 
organization is an enjoyable place because the adults actually listen to youth, hearing everyone 
out, which is in contrast to how youth are treated at school: “Well, they actually listen to us. 
They hear everyone out and that's something that the school doesn't do.” A similar expression is 
made by Participant 3, who explains that as individuals emerging into adulthood, youth have 
increased opportunity to make a difference for other generations. When asked to respond to a 
statement that some people would say adults should always have more power in making 
important decisions, Participant 3 responds: 
I feel like that's not true. I don't think so because I feel like students, they have a bigger 
opportunity. Because once they grow up they'll like...make a difference for other 
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generations. So yeah, I think that students have a much bigger voice. 
 
She continues, expressing that she feels like equals to the adults at the organization because 
youth can freely express opinions and those opinions will be respected by adults. When asked if 
she feels like equals to adults in this context, she states:  
Yeah, I think so. Because, I mean...you could say your own opinion and will be 
respected. And they'll consider it if they want to change something. And I feel like they 
won't leave you out. They want everyone’s ideas. 
 
Conversely, Participant 3 feels conflicted in regard to being equal partners with school 
personnel. When asked about equality within adults in this setting, she notes that on some level, 
being that everyone is human creates an idea of equality, but this might not be realized in school 
settings: “I think so. Well, I don't know how to explain it, but I don't know, that one's kind of 
hard. But I mean, I agree, we're all people.”  
Youth acknowledge that the treatment by adults at the organization makes them feel 
important and respected. Participant 6 describes this phenomenon, explaining how she can 
address adults at the organization by their first names. She states that this is in contrast to the 
power-relations between youth and adults at school, which are much more formal. When asked if 
she feels like equals to the adults at the organization, she states: 
Yes because I don't feel like they're in charge. I know they are, but they seem pretty cool 
and it's a first name basis, and only two teachers are able to do that. So, when I see an 
adult it's always like, "Oh, how are you?" So, it's more like, they're the adults, I'm not, so 
you have the power. Here at [the organization] I could refer to [Adult 1] as, "Hey, [Adult 
1]." Instead of saying, "Hi sir, how are you?" 
 
Participant 2 expresses the importance of mutual respect in establishing equitable power 
between youth and adults through his experiences at a youth summit with local law enforcement 
officers. He notes that the police officers earned respect from youth by first demonstrating this 
respect to youth: 
95 
 
They [youth] were not respectful towards the cops, but the cops were being respectful 
and since they saw the cops were not being rude or anything, they kind of broke that and 
they were being a little bit more responsive and friendly towards the cops. 
 
He expands on this reflection, expressing that not all youth were accepting of this treatment by 
police officers:            
I would give them respect, because they showed respect and they gave me respect, 
because I showed respect. But there are some other students, or other kids that weren't 
giving respect, but the cops were still giving them respect. And I saw that the students 
who didn't like the cops, I saw them breaking that...what's the word? It's when they're not 
showing respect, I guess. 
 
Mutual respect at school. While the majority of participants identified mutual respect 
between youth and adults as a barrier to empowerment processes in school, a few participants 
provided responses which illustrated the ways in which mutual respect is achieved in this setting. 
However, when speaking of this phenomenon, participants noted that mutual respect between 
youth and adults at school was contingent on youth abiding by expectations set forth by teachers. 
Participant 2 describes that if students do not first respect teachers, teachers then do not respect 
students, placing the onus of initiating this respect on youth. He describes that when this level of 
mutual respect is achieved, joking, fun, and stronger bonds are created between students and 
teachers: 
I think what makes them good is just down to the point of respect. Almost all the teachers 
give respect to the students and then we give respect back. But there are some students 
who don't give respect, so the teachers don't give respect back. So, that's where all the 
bonding starts. If you show respect, they'll give respect and that's where you can have 
jokes, have fun, and actually create a stronger bond with your teacher. 
 
He further explains his belief that it is possible for youth to feel like equal partners to adults at 
school, but this is dependent upon how students behave in these settings: 
I feel like they could but at the same time it would be also balanced with how students 
react, mostly. If the students are respectful and actually do the work and if they have the 
mentality of, "I treat you the way I want to be treated," then I guess they would be equal 
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to teachers and security. 
  
Shared authority at the organization. The majority of participants described their 
experiences of shared authority within the context of the organization. Youth express that much 
of the programming offered through the organization is collaborative and youth-driven. Youth 
are given autonomy in handling a multitude of situations, including program planning and 
problem-solving. When asked if she feels like equal partners to the adults at the organization, 
Participant 7 expresses that she feels like equals to the adults at the organization because “...our 
saying what we're going to do and stuff. And they ask us questions.” With this statement, she 
identifies that at the organization youth have power and autonomy to make decisions about 
programming, which is valued and respected by adults.  
Further illustrating this point, Participant 1 describes a mural painted by the organization 
and the authority youth had in determining this project. When asked to describe the ways in 
which he feels his voice is heard in the community, Participant 1 describes how youth were 
consulted for a local project and in planning a service-learning trip: 
At [the organization], we've done murals, in [neighboring community], the underpass. 
We've done both sides like gateway one and gateway two. And that was completely 
youth involved. We chose designs, we painted them, our opinion matters on that. And 
there's small things we get to give input on. Like, it's not this community but we were 
planning a service trip, and then they chose places we could go they chose, they are like, 
“What do you guys want to do this time?” We said conservation. And they were like, 
“Okay”, and they were like, “These are places we can do conservation”, and then we 
chose Tennessee and so now we're going to plan on going to Tennessee, we're going to 
fundraise for that. And that's like, it's set up by adults, but everything was decided by us. 
 
Several youth note that this shared authority does not mean “ultimate authority” of youth. 
Participant 5 describes that adults at the organization never express authority over youth, 
however, these adults still maintain high expectations of youth, which include active 
participation and demonstration of consideration for the community. When asked to describe the 
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relationships between youth and adults at the organization, Participant 5 shares:  
So, it's nothing like, "Oh. I have more authority than you because I'm an adult." It's just 
casual. At the same time, there's moments we have to act civilized and educated, at times 
respectful of who has more authority. But it's nothing like anything at school, it's casual. 
 
When asked to describe if youth are equals to adults at the organization, Participant 5 states, “I'd 
say that they are, because we're expected almost to participate and really show our consideration 
for the community.”  
Participant 1 believes that shared authority at the organization has helped promote youth 
as equals to adults beyond the setting, extending to the larger community: 
I feel like we've had a lot of change happen like going out and actually doing something, 
I remember [Adult 1] said that before [the organization] started he went around he 
interviewed principals, and priests and stuff to get an honest view of how they saw youth. 
And they're in a bad light and stuff. And so they started this program and it changed the 
way that they see them. I feel like stuff like that, I'm not sure about policy stuff but I feel 
like on a deep level, like a personal level, that it's changed a lot. It just impacts people on 
a day to day where they don't see him, it's just, “Oh, those are just kids, they don't know 
the real world yet, they're just sitting at home being kids.” I'm like, “No, some people are 
out there doing change.” 
 
Shared authority at school. Similar to factors such as knowledge legitimacy and mutual 
respect, participants provided examples of shared authority enacted within the context of school. 
A few examples of this factor in equitable power-sharing between youth and adults were 
provided, most significantly in several participants' explanations of youth involvement in the 
hiring process of a new principal. Participant 1 described the ways in which youth have been 
involved in this hiring process. He describes that students will be allowed to interview candidates 
for the new principal position and give feedback as to who they feel would be the best fit. He 
describes that his school is tailoring the decision to consider not only who is the best option but 




And so they're starting a process where it was going to be a list of who could potentially 
become the next principal. And there is like, this is dean who's...he's probably next up 
unless one of the assistant principals becomes it. He's probably next up, he's the highest 
up. But nobody in the school likes him, he's like the most hard of all the deans, he's the 
dean of disciplinary action, nobody likes him. Like, he'll see me in the hallway, and he'll 
call me out by name because he knows me. But there's also where they're letting students 
go in and, I don't know how it works, but they're gonna let them interview, give feedback 
upon who they think would be the best fit. And there is this dude, Mr. [dean] who started 
when we were freshmen, and he's the nicest person ever, he really cares, he's engaging, 
he's funny. And people are like if anybody had to be principal, it should be him. But he is 
one of the newer people so it's like...and so they're tailoring it to not only, what's the best 
option, but what works for the kids? Will it make them happy?  
  
Participant 7 also noted this as an example of shared authority at school. She describes meeting 
with prospective candidates for the principal position: 
Well, one of the principals is moving up to be superintendent, I think. And they asked the 
students if they wanted to be a part of picking the new principal. And also with teachers, 
they did that, too. We met with the teachers or the future principal and we talked to them 
to see if we like them, if they have the same tone, I guess, as [current principal] because 
no one could top him, he's awesome. 
 
Participant 1 expresses that teachers and school administrators soliciting student opinion 
and voice in regards to various aspects of school communicates that students are an important 
and necessary part of creating change within these settings. When asked what has helped him 
feel like he can impact change at school, Participant 1 states: 
Them [adults] reaching out to us. Them saying that you're an important part of this 
facility, without you we wouldn't be here. And being like, “So, you have to give input on 
who you want for principal, how do you think classes should be run?” The [survey] that 
we do, stuff like that where it's like they actually look at feedback. And it makes it known 
that, “Hey you can have an impact here. You can change things here if you like.” 
Because you have an impact more than they do. 
 
Participant 1 shares an important insight regarding shared authority within schools. When 
asked to respond to the belief that some people might say that schools would rather have students 
obey the rules than challenge practices they feel are unfair, Participant 1 expresses that attitudes 
of valuing student voice held by school personnel can vary within the same school building: 
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I feel like it depends on the person because I definitely know some faculty members who 
are like that. I feel like my dean, he's like that. He's like, “You follow the rules because 
this isn't how the real world works. You need to obey the rules, you need to get through 
the day. Because at the end of the day, you can't show up late, you can't do ‘yada yada 
yada’.” I feel like he's like, “They [students] should just obey the rules”. 
 
Participant 4 shares another important caveat in considering the shared authority experienced by 
youth at school. When asked to describe the relationships between students and teachers at 
school, she explains that authority is most often reserved for students who demonstrate expected 
behaviors: “Well, there's certain groups of kids who have really good relationships with their 
teachers and all that. Then there's just others who yell at them and get in trouble constantly. So, 
yeah.” Here, Participant 4 illustrates that shared authority is not granted to all types of students. 
Participant 6 recalls an example from school, which illustrates the knowledge adults have 
regarding youth power. When explaining her beliefs regarding her capacity to make change at 
school, she expresses the belief that adults are fearful of students “revolutionizing” and “signing 
up against” practices they do not condone. When asked to expand on this point, she credits one 
of her teachers for calling out the power in youth: 
Yeah, because my teacher was setting up his example, he was like, "In this classroom, 
who has the authority?" And everyone was like, "Me." Playing around. And then we were 
like, "Well, you." He's like, "Yeah." He's like, "You sit down when I tell you, you stand 
up." And we're just like, "No. Don't push it." And he was like, "But you see, in any case 
all 30 of you could do whatever you want to me because I'm a small person. But 
somehow we have this idea that I'm the adult here, and I'm since I'm the adult that I have 
all of the control in this classroom, and whatever happens in this classroom. That's why 
you turn off the lights when I tell you too, that's why you guys sit down all the time, 
because I want you guys to please stand up when I only tell you to, because I'm the 
authority here." And he was like, "But it's weird that automatically you just come into the 
classroom and you just granted me the authority, and you didn't try to change that factor." 
We were all just like, "What if we change it now?" We're like, "What if we change it 
now?" And he's like, "No." 
 
In this example, Participant 6 explains that her teacher prompted students to reflect on the power 
they hold in his class, explaining that their perceptions of him being in control were based on his 
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perceived authority. In this example, Participant 6 recounts that her teacher prompted students to 
reflect on why they just accept these norms, and to consider them. Through this statement, 
Participant 6 illustrates how teacher attitudes can influence youth perceptions of their power.  
Critical Reflection 
Participants’ responses revealed that there are two types of opportunities for youth to 
engage in critical reflection within their schools and greater communities. These types include 
formal and authentic opportunities. Formal reflection opportunities are characterized by youth as 
discussions which occur as a part of a course, curriculum, or activity whereas authentic reflection 
occurs in an unprompted, unscripted manner. Formal opportunities are expressed as occurring in 
both the context of school and the organization. Authentic opportunities are more commonly 
cited as occurring within the context of the organization.  
Organizational opportunities for formal discussion. When asked to describe 
opportunities for discussion and reflection of social justice issues, youth most commonly cited 
social justice trips offered through the organization as formal opportunities to engage in these 
conversations. Participants describe that social justice trips are entirely dedicated to learning, 
understanding, reflecting, and discussing various social injustices. Participants provide examples 
of these trips, mentioning visits to the Muhammad Ali Center, Harriet Tubman Museum, 
Underground Railroad Museum, and Holocaust Museum. Participant 3 reflects on these 
experiences and outcomes of her participation: 
Last year I went to the, okay, what's... The Muhammad Ali Center. It was actually nice 
because we learned a lot about him and what he did for his people. We went to the 
Harriet Tubman Museum, I think, and then we went to the Underground Railroad 
Museum. I really liked that. It showed how history changes how people made a 
difference. Like we went to the Holocaust Museum and Harriet Tubman Museum and 
learned how there was different people that made a change. Like abolitionists, they 
helped slaves and stuff like that. 
101 
 
Participant 1 further underscores the value of these trips: 
I learned that...I feel like it's more of a refresher because you've learned these things in 
school, but it's kind of just sitting there in the back of your head. And it's in your face. It's 
pictures, it's videos, it's voices, real voices, real books, actual touchable things. And it's in 
your face unignorable. And then they'll be like, and it still happens today. They'll be like,  
“The world always says never again”, but it's still happening right now as you read this. 
And they'll hit you with a statistic where it was like, there was one about slavery where it 
was like, oh a slave costs some $4,000 in like the 1800's, but in today's money it's about 
90. It's just, you're standing there and you're like $90? 
 
He continues describing the value of these trips, noting the tangible benefits: 
And I did benefit because especially the last one we went on, it was tangible. The first 
day we went to [town], [state] before we went to [state] and it was to the Holocaust 
Museum and it was like you could actually see the rail car that was one of the original 
from Auschwitz. You could see pieces of clothing, handwritten notes. I remember there 
was a story where it was like sometimes people would know what they're heading 
towards so they would leave notes in the railcar to inform the people in the car. Like, 
“Fight back, like this is what's about to happen.” And I remember standing in the rail car, 
which was way shorter than I thought it was. I bumped my head walking into it and it 
was just picturing somebody finding a note or reading it out to the people in there. And 
then the sheer panic and dread they must've felt. And it's something that you can't get 
from textbooks. It's something that you had to see, it's tangible. You hold it in your hands 
and you feel the history behind it and why it's important that these things must change. 
 
In this statement, Participant 1 describes that the experiential learning that occurs from these 
trips cannot be garnered through textbooks, noting that through these trips, youth “hold history in 
their hands,” Participant 1 feels as though these trips provide a tangible learning experience 
where the issues of discussion cannot be dismissed, stating “It’s in your face, unignorable”, 
connecting this to why it's important that social injustices must change. 
Participant 8 highlights a particularly important factor of these trips, noting that they offer 
a counter story to the whitewashed curriculum provided in schools. She describes that these trips 
are educational because they are dedicated to learning about individuals from minoritized 




Like growing up, you never ever hear about black people or Latino people or Asian 
communities ever, unless it's like...something bad to say, like the Mexican-American 
War. And even that...like it's taught at the perspective of white men how like we like 
invaded but like they stole our land. Or like how the only thing you hear about black 
people is MLK and slavery but there's so much more to black history and black culture. 
Or like even nobody ever hears about Japanese internment camps, like I didn't even know 
those existed until junior year. They take out people of color in history so much like it's 
so crazy. And I think going on social justice trips, like it just opens your eyes to how 
much culture America takes out of their educational system and it's just insane because 
they're not teaching American history. They're teaching just like nationalism and white 
supremacy and things like that. 
 
In addition to trips dedicated to understanding and reflecting on various sociopolitical 
issues, the organization provides opportunities for formal discussion and reflection in daily 
programming. Several participants describe that conversations around social justice are weaved 
throughout the programming, unlike school which has them as separate conversations: 
Because we don't really have those meetings where, "Okay. We're going to talk about this 
and that." It's weird, because I feel like that's more really at school. You're expected to 
just be there and listen to whoever's trying to give a presentation or something. 
 
Participant 5 was asked if schools modeling these conversations after the organization might 
result in these discussions being taken more seriously. She responded: 
Yes. I think even the trips...they could help the school as well, because that's how we're 
reaching out to those communities. That's how we've been successful here at [the 
organization]. So, I'd say by that, possibly just the trips. 
 
Participant 8 describes her participation on these trips and other formal opportunities for 
reflection provided through the organization. She discusses an activity which was recently 
completed called the “Privilege Walk.” She described that this activity helped youth members to 
understand similarities and differences that perhaps were not previously understood: “We did the 
Privilege Walk recently. That was a big conversation just about how we're all different, but we 
all have I guess, similarities between each other.” Participant 1 also recounts his experiences 
with this reflection activity, noting the outcomes of these exercises: 
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There's this game called the privilege game, we do it sometimes and it's...take a step 
forward if this and take a step back if this. And it teaches you that...some of it can be 
alienating but most of it teaches you that we're all similar. Deep down we all have the 
same issues. We've been bullied, we've been beaten, we're not just separate people just 
because of where we grew up, or what our background is. We're together, we're one, we 
are like a mosaic. 
 
Participant 8 explains the nature of social justice conversations at the organization, describing 
that adults will typically lead by introducing formal conversations regarding social justice related 
topics; however, they ensure that youth are able to fully engage and participate within the 
conversation, shifting the leadership to them throughout the conversation: 
Well, if it's the formal ones, they introduce it and they'll lead it but then they don't take 
charge where it's only them talking. Mostly they stay quiet, they just move on to the next 
question and then they'll just let us talk and then move on to the next question and just let 
us talk. 
 
A few participants describe the benefits of these formal opportunities for reflection. 
Participant 5 expresses that the social justice projects initiated through the organization increased 
her familiarity with the concept through the discussion of injustices experienced by marginalized 
groups of people. She identifies that her participation with service-learning trips promoted 
reflection of various social injustices experienced within and outside her community. She 
describes that these trips provide her with experience, which is valuable when engaging others in 
the community to participate in social-change initiatives. She expresses that participating in these 
conversations gives her more credibility to be an effective leader: 
I learned that I actually have opportunities that not many of the youth have. I've also been 
able to reflect that I'm willing to meet other people and not just stick to my community. 
And to bring in, I don't know, experience that I could be able to talk to other people from 
my community like, "Oh, I did this and that. I went downtown. I went to this museum 
somewhere out of the state." I feel like that's what helps them think, "Oh then my 
community's willing to do something. I should probably do the same thing so I can 
encourage others." So, I feel like the trips are helping me be more, I don't know, be able 
to be that one person that, "Oh, she's the girl that has all the stories." So, I feel that's 
where the service trips really help you. 
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Participant 1 describes the opportunity to consider his personal biases through his 
participation on a social justice trip hosted by the organization. This trip involved a visit to the 
Underground Railroad Museum where he realized the connection between this time in history 
and how it manifests in today's society in his preferable treatment, higher pay, and less police-
involvement compared to people of color: 
During the last social justice trip, there was the Underground Railroad Museum in 
Cincinnati, Ohio. But there was one of the slave cabins where they actually housed, and 
the chain that actually used to hold somebody. And you're holding in your hands and 
you're like, 150 years ago somebody of my skin color could have owned somebody. I had 
serious privilege not too long ago, even 50 years ago. And I still do to this day and it's all 
because somebody came here and colonized it. It just makes you think deeply, “Why do I 
still get treated better than other people? Why would I get paid more just because I'm a 
white guy? Why do I get stops less for these things? Why does that still happen?” 
 
Participant 8 also describes that conversations regarding personal biases are part of larger social 
justice conversations. She described that white peers or adult leaders often share their 
experiences in comparison to people of color, noting their white privilege. She discussed that 
activities, such as the Privilege Walk, help to illustrate personal biases or privileges because they 
demonstrate these sorts of concepts in a visual way. With the walk, you can look around and see 
who has more privilege than others in the room: 
Well, obviously, the one that pops is white people. [Youth member] will always say 
like...whenever we do the Privilege Walk, he's the only one at the front of the row and 
he'll always say, "Yeah, I'm white. I have privilege. I contribute to this." Or [Adult 1] is 
always open about sharing how his experience is in comparison to when he's with people 
of color. I feel like...we don't really verbally speak about it besides them, too, because it's 
more obvious in them just because of their being white. But I feel like when we do it, 
everyone realizes it because after you do those certain activities, they look around and see 
where they are in comparison to how everyone else is and you could see on their face 
right away, they see like, "Oh, I have more privileged than her" and you think they would 
be more privileged than you. 
 
When asked whether she ever is prompted to consider her personal biases towards different 
groups of people, Participant 3 describes her participation in formal discussion opportunities 
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provided through the organization which have prompted this reflection: 
I feel like at [the organization], they want us to respect each other. But also, just, I guess, 
learn more about yourself as well. Because we do lessons just learning about ethnicities, 
different ethnicities, and we do different trips about...like the social justice trip. 
 
Participant 2 reflects on the insights he has gained in regard to racism through his 
participation in social-justice trips, particularly the way in which inequality varies by skin tone. 
He describes, “Well, I learned mostly just about racism and inequality varies just on the skin tone 
of people and just where they come from. It's a huge disadvantage just by where they came 
from.” He continues explaining that at times, conversations around social justice can get 
“awkward” as these conversations are in contrast to the “light-hearted” atmosphere typically 
present at the organization. He notes that despite this occurrence, these conversations are 
important for making a difference: 
Here [the organization] we talked about hunger and what not. After volunteer services, 
we talked about issues with that and it's...it's been really laid back here for the most part. 
It's kind of awkward when we get serious, because we're not used to that, but at the same 
time it's also good, because then we don't lose the whole...we're trying to make a 
difference and it's not only being laid back and having fun. 
 
School-based opportunities for formal discussion. All participants shared that when 
discussions and reflections regarding social injustice at school were had, they were formal in 
nature and primarily occurred within the context of specific course discussions. Youth describe 
that conversations regarding social justice typically occur in social studies classes and are often 
centered around various historical events. When asked if she discusses social justice issues at 
school, Participant 6 answered, “Not really. I feel we do, but it's all related to the past because 
you're learning about how to better yourself, but I don't see how you can better yourself if you 
don't talk about current problems, too.” Participant 8 further supports this point, explaining that 
she does not really discuss social justice issues within her community or at school. She describes 
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that occasionally these discussions will occur as a part of civics or government courses, but she 
feels that these conversations are more driven by students than teachers, who seem too “scared” 
to discuss their own opinions for fear of the consequences: 
Sometimes in civics or gov, people will debate obviously topics that relate to social 
injustices, but if it's ever a talk like it's only the students that are bringing it up, none of 
the teachers. They’re too scared to bring up their own opinions...afraid that someone's 
going to say something about them. 
 
When asked his opinion regarding his school’s efficacy in promoting student reflection of 
personal biases and social injustices, Participant 1 stated: 
I feel like at certain times they do. Just like history sometimes will give essays and they'll 
be, “Why would this happen?” Or for an essay, sometimes you can choose something like 
a really deep topic. So I feel it's not centralized specifically around a certain subject 
because, for the most part it's supposed to stay away from that stuff. But when that 
happens, it can be really powerful. 
 
He continues to describe the ways in which his educational experiences at school have helped 
him understand social injustices, explaining that understanding one's history is important to 
understand why the future has to change: 
History especially is good at that because a lot of people are bad at history, but I love 
history. And then there'll be the annex of the Philippines or how America promised 
Panama freedom and then took over Panama just to create the Panama Canal. It shows 
you that people will lie to get what they want and that they aren't always truthful, so you 
need to be careful. And you need to know your history. You need to know the past to 
understand why the future has to change.  
 
A few participants described that at times, certain issues pertaining to social justice are 
discussed at all-school assemblies. However, these participants express that assemblies are not 
taken seriously. Participant 5 illustrates this point stating, “I know that no one takes assemblies 
seriously. Everyone ditches during assemblies.”  
Organizational opportunities for authentic discussion. In addition to formal 
conversations regarding issues of social justice, the organization offers informal opportunities for 
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these discussions and reflections. Participants describe that authentic conversations regarding 
various sociopolitical issues commonly occur at the organization. These conversations can occur 
on an individual or group basis and involve all members of the organization. Participant 8 
describes her participation in these conversations, explaining that she feels comfortable to ask 
questions and engage in these discussions: 
But then mostly for me when I have those kinds of talks, it's just me talking to [Adult 1] 
or [Adult 2] one-on-one. I'll ask [Adult 1], "Can you be racist to white people?" And we'll 
literally just go into conversation. The same thing to [Adult 2]. I could just come up with 
a question and we'll literally just sit there and have a conversation about it. 
 
Similarly, Participant 7 describes the nature of the authentic discussions and reflections in which 
she engages: 
If you want to talk to someone one-on-one, like I usually talk to the college interns and 
they'll be like, "Oh, that's cool." They'll share their experiences too, and I think it's cool 
we can bond with them. And we also do it as a group. [Adult 1] or [Adult 2] will ask, 
"Oh, who went on this trip? Can you share something that you learned at this museum?" 
And people will say, "Oh, that's cool. What else did you learn?"  
 
Other participants note that authentic conversations are often spurred in response to 
specific events. Participant 8 recalls a conversation regarding slavery and how it impacts modern 
society, which occurred as a result of the release of a popular song, "This is America" by 
Childish Gambino. She recounts that the group watched this music video and engaged in a 
discussion regarding the implications of slavery in modern times. Participant 8 also describes 
that these conversations have occurred more in response to the current political administrations 
statements and policies: 
I think certain conversations are in response to certain events. I know when Childish 
Gambino released...what is it called? This is America. I know we watched it and we spent 
the entire day talking about slavery and how that relates to society today. And just 
recently, the immigration laws when they cracked down, we did a protest. That just 
happened in response. But then I think a huge part of the reason why we have the 
conversations is because under the current administration, it's just so prevalent now than 
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it has ever been. I guess people think that just because we're in a more modern time that it 
just went away. But now that we're in the more modern time, it's coming up so much 
more than it ever has been. Obviously, there's no slavery as we think of it but there's still 
slavery. There's still strong racism and hate crimes and it's so much more prevalent now 
than it has ever been in the past before under a different administration. 
 
Participant 5 describes that in contrast to school, conversations regarding the root cause 
of social injustices do occur at the organization through project-based, experiential learning 
opportunities. When asked if she has ever discussed the factors which contribute to sociopolitical 
issues while in attendance at the organization, Participant 5 responded, “I feel like we do. We 
already do because we're already doing projects about gang violence. So, I'd say we already 
have. It's just not established at school.” Participant 4 also adds that these opportunities for 
reflection are not present in school. When asked if there are ever conversations, questions, or 
issues that come up at school in regard to social justice, Participant 4 answered, “Not so much.”  
While conversations regarding social justice frequently occur at the organization, 
Participant 6 articulates an important point. She describes that despite this frequency, these 
conversations are hard to transfer to different settings. She provides an example of trying to 
discuss social issues at her church, where she is very involved: 
I know definitely I do at [the organization], but I know that if I went and talked to him at 
the Catholic, at the catechist over there and they would have listened, but they'd be like, 
“Okay, but we don't do that.” So, yeah, they'll be like, “I mean, that's important and what 
you're saying is true, but we don't help out with that.” 
 
Several participants highlight the outcomes of these authentic conversations, accrediting 
their knowledge of social justice to their participation in the organization. Participant 2 states 
most of his knowledge regarding social justice is the result of conversations he had at the 
organization: 
Well, if I was to sum it up overall, I'd say I've learned more in the program, because in 
my previous years of school we never really talked about social injustices. It was just all 
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in the book in history, this is some social injustice. I mean, this year we're talking more 
about social injustices, but if I was to sum it up, all the time that I've been in school and 
high school compared to how long I've been in the program, in the program we've talked 
about that more than in school. 
 
Participant 7 explains why conversations regarding social justice are more meaningful when had 
at the organization compared to school. She describes that everyone is engaged in the 
conversation at the organization. She explains that during these conversations, everyone shares 
and everyone is respectful of each other’s opinions: 
Everyone was engaged and everyone I knew went on the [social justice] trip, and even if 
I didn't know them, we got close and everyone didn't have anything bad to say, everyone 
had their own opinion and everyone respected each other. There was a point if [Adult 1] 
asked, I think, and people were sharing about their stories and we'd say, "Oh," we'd say 
something about it. No one made a mean comment or anything. 
 
The occurrence of authentic reflection opportunities were also noted in the researchers 
field notes. Authentic conversations regarding social injustices occurred several times throughout 
the implementation of the youth-led research project. Adult leaders were observed engaging 
youth in an authentic reflection to consider the root causes of gang violence within the 
community.  
In prompting youth to consider these causes, Adult 1 began drawing an example to 
illustrate the root of social injustices. He described a scenario in which members of a community 
keep falling off a cliff, resulting in them needing medical assistance. He continues this example 
by drawing a “speedway” between the cliff to the hospital in order to expedite members of the 
community in getting assistance. Through this illustration, Adult 1 prompted youth to consider 
the root cause of this problem, eventually leading them to consider solutions which get at the 
root of this problem (i.e., falling off the cliff). Adult 1 then connected this illustration to the issue 
of gang violence, prompting youth to consider the root cause of this issue within the community. 
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These sorts of authentic reflection opportunities occurred frequently, as documented 
within the researcher’s field notes. Taken together, these field notes reveal support that such 
discussion and reflection opportunities prompted youth to consider the root cause of many 
systemic issues faced within their communities. Effortlessly woven into the programming at the 
organization, these conversations provided youth with an opportunity to learn about 
marginalization and oppression while simultaneously helping them to consider action steps to 
address these sociopolitical issues. This finding illustrates the ways in which these types of 
discussions and reflections can be incorporated and embedded within schools, thus promoting 
increased awareness of various sociopolitical issues and inspiring action in addressing them. 
Sociopolitical Action 
Sociopolitical actions encompass the various ways in which youth have engaged in social 
change efforts within their community. Youth described several types of sociopolitical action 
types in which they have participated, primarily through their involvement with the organization. 
Several youth recounted experiences in engaging in social action within the school setting. These 
types were classified into four categories, including: civic service, service learning, education 
and awareness building, and community organizing.  
Community service. Youth described their participation in civic service-related 
sociopolitical actions. Participant 1 describes opportunities to work at food depositories, repair 
bikes, and cook meals offered through the organization stating, “And then there's tons of small 
stuff like [food depository]. We've helped work on bikes. We've made meals for less fortunate 
families who are struggling…” Participant 2 describes his involvement in various volunteer 




[The organization] gave me opportunities like Feed My Starving Children and [food 
depository], where I was able to help bag-up food to send to countries that are...children 
and families don't have the food that they need and as well as for the [food depository] to 
help people in our area get food. 
 
Participant 6 describes that she has participated in preparing meals for individuals without access 
to food and park clean-ups. She expresses that she feels as though her involvement at the 
organization is meaningful and that she is actually making a difference: 
I went to Feed My Starving Children and I helped clean up a beach. So now that I'm 
going to be a mentor and I'm going to be here helping the new interns. I feel I'm doing 
something bigger. Even just coming here, it was more responsibility. Yeah. So I...I feel 
better. 
 
Participant 7 describes her participation in community change fixing up a community garden: 
 
There's this old, old plant...garden, I guess. It's just been sitting there for years. When we 
were smaller...it's near the tennis courts. And a group of us went and we repainted the 
sign, we fixed everything and I think there's going to be a couple little kids going and 
planting there. So, we hope to fix that. A vegetable garden, I think, and flowers. 
 
Service learning. When asked about his participation in opportunities to reflect on social 
justice, Participant 1 describes his involvement in several service learning trips offered through 
the organization: “I've participated in both the one to Montgomery, Alabama and the recent one 
to Louisville, Kentucky and Cincinnati, Ohio.” He describes a service-learning trip to Houston, 
Texas after hurricane Harvey. He and other youth helped rebuild a family’s home that had been 
destroyed in the hurricane: 
The 2018 service trip to Houston, Texas after Harvey. And there's just this random thing 
we did where we decided we wanted to go there. We wanted to help out and this family. 
Their house had been...the first floor destroyed, so the only thing left that was basically 
standing where the studs, the foundation, and then the staircase. So, we went up there and 
we were putting up drywall, some people did insulation and we were actually helping. 
And it was the first support they've gotten since people had torn down their walls in six 
months since Harvey. 
 




Tennessee's service trip, so we're going to...we helped planned this service trip because 
we didn't go last year. So, this year, [Adult 1] pulled the people who went to Texas and 
we chose where we were going to go. We had a list and we're going to do conservation 
work at a national park. So, we're going to be creating trails and picking species of plants 
or something like that. Texas, it was hard labor, I guess, and we really enjoyed hands-on 
work. We didn't want to just sit there and watch little kids, I guess. And we had many, 
several different choices, we had six, I think. And we just, as a group, chose that and we 
just had to see if we had space available and where we were going to sleep, and the hotel 
we were going to stay in. 
 
Participant 4 expands, noting how these trips can be both informative and fun, which is engaging 
for youth. She describes a service-learning trip to Tennessee to engage in conservation efforts: 
I think we're going to do a lot of fund raising over there. Other than that, we're going to 
have fun experiencing a new place and stuff. Other than that, we're going to do a lot of 
helping over there in Tennessee, which I'm actually really excited about. 
 
She continues, describing the value of service-learning trips offered through the organization. 
When asked why it is important for youth to participate in these trips, she responds: 
So, they can experience more and know what they want in the future. We're going here 
and there and we're doing things that not really anyone else could do. This opportunity, 
it's like we should all, us youth, we should all take advantage of that because we're going 
somewhere. They're actually wanting us to learn more and to go to another state. With 
them, it's all safety. It's safe and all that. It's like you learn more and you know when 
you're sure in the future. You’ll know what you want. 
 
She explains these trips are valuable because they increase opportunity for youth to experience 
things beyond their own communities, expanding their worldview for what is possible in the 
future. She describes that through these trips, they are able to do things that other youth in the 
community might not otherwise be able to do. She feels that participating in these trips instills 
the belief that youth are "going somewhere" and can make something of their future. 
Education and awareness building. A few youth described their efforts in raising 
awareness of various issues within both school and community contexts. In regard to the 
community, Participant 3 described her efforts to raise awareness to an issue of insufficient 
113 
 
streetlamps. She describes researching the issue and presenting it to key-stakeholders within the 
community: 
I was in this program in middle school and we were fighting for streetlamps and we had 
to make a whole presentation and present it to the mayor. I was in a group called “Our 
American Voice” and we were trying to solve a problem in our community. Yeah. And 
we thought of streetlamps because they weren't as useful at night and we thought of ways 
like getting new streetlamps and ways of saving money to get new streetlamps. 
 
Participant 7 describes her efforts to raise awareness within the school community. In answering 
to her experience with social change efforts, she explains her attempts in advocating for a team 
sports shop for badminton. She communicates the unfairness in every sport getting a team shop 
with the exception of badminton: 
If we have an idea or something, we'll all go to the principal and we'll talk to him, see if 
anything gets done. For badminton we tried to get sweaters. Not sweaters. A team sport 
shop. And we finally got it this year. Because it was kind of unfair that every sport got a 
team shop and our senior year...final year, we're getting sweaters and stuff. 
 
Community organizing. When asked to describe various social change efforts, several 
participants mentioned their efforts in community organizing. As an illustration of these efforts, 
several participants recount their participation in the March for Our Lives movement to protest 
gun violence. One participant stated, “We did the March for Our Lives and we did the protest. 
We did the March for Our Lives like the walk out at school.” Participant 3 also describes these 
organizing efforts by students: 
There were these kids, they were protesting, advocating, I don't know, I think they really 
took a huge step. And they've been going to every single state. I don't know, I think that's 
a good example. A lot of kids were protesting, but a lot of kids did get in trouble for it. 
 
Participant 8 further describes her participation in the March for Our Lives movement. 
She explains that adults “just don’t care” when students advocate on behalf of issues within their 
communities. She supports this attitude, explaining the punitive consequences that were 
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administered to students who participated in these organizing efforts: 
I know a few times, and we've seen problems in school, they just don't care. When we 
had the March for Our Lives and a bunch of students protested, they gave us all 
detention. They just held us after school, all of us inside the gym, and then if you didn't 
go to the detention, then you would have to go to a Saturday detention.  
 
She continues, noting how this response was in opposition to response from administration in 
other communities: 
But other schools in the area, their principal were marching with them and they were 
holding signs and our principal, he was all detention. I don't know. That's not really 
making our voices heard. Then when they tried to take action, to make our school safer, 
they just made a bunch of dumb rules that had no effect in making our school safer. 
 
Participant 8 continues to explain the response from administration to youth involvement in the 
March for Our Lives protest. In this statement, she highlights the hypocrisy of this response, 
noting the disconnect between the applaud for these actions while also being administered 
punitive consequences in response to her participation in this march:  
Well, when we were having the protest, we missed, I think, an hour of class and then 
after we were coming in, we all went back to class, and then they called us all down. I 
think it was like by our ID's or they said, “If you went to the protest, go to the gym.” And 
then they didn't even say we were having detention. We were just told to go down to the 
gym, and so all of us are in there and they're scanning our IDs and stuff. Then the 
principal told us, she's like, "Oh, it was a good cause, but you guys all have detention for 
ditching class." But we weren't ditching class to ditch class, we were ditching class 
because that's our right if we want to protest something. Especially if that's prevalent to 
schools only, we should have the right to make our voice heard and say that, “Yeah, our 
school isn't safe.” Because [school] just had a gun threat and that literally could have 
been... even if it was fake, it could have been real and they still did not take us seriously 
when there literally could have been an intruder in the school getting to shoot up people. 
 
Several youth also discussed current efforts to organize a walkout in protest of a policy 
regarding school uniforms. Participant 1 describes his feelings of impacting change through this 
form of community organizing: 
Like right now, I'm not sure if it's just because they want to walk out or not, but there's a 
low key walkout being planned to protest the uniforms at [school] because they don't 
115 
 
want to wear them anymore or they want them to be changed. And so that's in the works 
of being planned by students for students. So, you can impact change, but it has to 
happen over time. 
 
In this statement, Participant 1 illustrates his belief that it is possible for students to successfully 
enact change over the course of time. Participant 7 also describes this youth-led organizing 
effort. She states, “I know there's this one student who was protesting about the uniform. She's 
like, “Oh, we're going to do a walkout.” And I think some kids did participate.”  
Another participant described the community-organizing efforts enacted through the 
organization. Participant 8 describes a protest that occurred in response to police collaborating 
with ICE officials in enforcing immigration laws within her community: 
Then we did an immigration protest to have...I think it was for the police to not work with 
ICE or something like that. It was through [the organization]. Someone in the town was 
doing the protest and then they let [the organization] know, and then...well, [Adult 3], but 
she's not here anymore. But she took a group of us with them and then we did the 
protesting. 
 
Empowerment Outcomes and Attributions 
While participants were not explicitly asked about empowerment-based outcomes 
achieved as a result of their experiences within schools and communities, many youth recount 
the growth they have made in various domains related to empowerment, including: agency and 
leadership; communication and collaboration; civic engagement and social responsibility; and 
critical consciousness. These insights from youth are important as they link these demonstrated 
outcomes to the empowerment processes in place within this community. 
Agency and leadership. Several participants describe that their involvement with the 
organization has challenged previously held beliefs regarding youth efficacy in enacting change 
and shown them that change is possible to achieve with enough effort and support from other 
individuals. In illustrating this belief, Participant 2 describes his feelings of being able to make 
116 
 
change. When asked if he could make change beyond what he has achieved through his 
participation in the organization, he states:  
I mean it makes me feel a little bit more like you can create change. Because before I was 
just like, "I can't really do anything, just follow the river, you can't fight the river." But if 
you actually try, and if I actually tried, then I could be able to make change or whatever. 
 
Similarly, when asked if she has the capacity to make change within her community, Participant 
3 responds, “Mm-hmm. I mean, if you want to do something that you really like or you’re 
passionate about, I think it is possible that you can do anything.” Participant 1 also expresses 
feelings of empowerment, emphasizing that change is possible for youth to achieve. After 
describing his experiences during a service learning project to help hurricane victims in Texas, 
Participant 1 states, “Change seems far away, but it's not.” Participant 4 describes her belief in 
her ability to make change attributing this belief to the opportunity and success she has had doing 
so at the organization.  
In describing her experiences, Participant 4 was asked if the organization really helps 
students feel empowered. She responds, “Yeah, exactly. If we do it, we could change it.” 
Conversely, these feelings of empowerment do not transfer to school where she does not feel like 
she has the capacity to make change. When asked if her participation in the programming has 
helped her feel empowered to make change, Participant 4 responds, “Mm-hmm. In school...I 
don’t. No, I don’t really think so.” She expands on these thoughts, describing the factors at the 
organization which have helped her to feel empowered. When asked about the organization has 
helped her get to a better place, she responds: 
Everything, honestly. The trips, the people, the food and stuff, it's all amazing really. 
They all teach you everything. Everything you need to learn is just all here. It's like when 
you actually come across learning it, it's like you would become a better person and you 
actually know. You're like, “Okay, wow, I should do this and that.” It helps you change 
in a good way. 
117 
 
Communication and collaboration. Several participants noted growth within the 
domain of communication and collaboration when describing their experiences with the 
organization. Youth explain that their public speaking abilities, including their confidence in 
doing so, has increased as a result of their participation at the organization. When asked what 
changes he has seen in himself, Participant 1 described the ways in which his public speaking 
had become more focused and streamlined, stating: 
Better leadership skills. I've always been good at public speaking, but I've had an increase 
in proficiency, I guess. And it's easier to just stand up and be like, “Hey guys, this is what 
we need to get done. This is how we need to organize and stuff.” It's easier to be focused 
and streamlined. 
 
Participant 7 describes the growth of her communication skills as a result of her participation in 
the programming offered through the organization: 
I feel like I've grown better communication skills, a lot of leadership skills. I'm not scared 
to speak my mind about something, especially at school. They teach you to know your 
worth. I learned a lot from [the organization] and when we went on the different trips I 
learned a lot about different things I thought I couldn't do. 
 
Participant 6 also notes how her participation in the organization has increased both her comfort 
and confidence in sharing her opinion regarding various social issues. She explains that her 
opinion is more informed as a result of her participation: 
I used to just be in a room and be like, “Yeah, I don't know anyone. I'm just going to sit 
down and put on my headphones.” And just look around. And now I'm more like, I start 
up a conversation like, “Hey, how are you?” Or then I'm like, “They're taking forever, 
right?” I try to start up a conversation because I know that maybe that person could be 
shy. Then I feel like I've been more open. 
 
Another participant echoes this sentiment, noting how her confidence has increased and she 
describes herself as “outspoken.” Participant 8 notes that her presentation skills, as well as 
communication with adults, and collaboration with others, have grown, noting these skills are 
necessary tools for enacting social change: 
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I'm a lot more outspoken. When I first started my internship, it was four years ago and I 
was a freshman, so maybe that's why, but like I didn't speak, like I didn't talk, like I didn't 
show up the program because I was too shy. I didn't want to make friends or anything. 
But then like as I grew and I went on more trips, I became a lot more outspoken and… 
sorry. My phone buzzed. I became a lot more outspoken and I guess my confidence grew 
in like...presenting and stuff and like talking to adults and working with other people. 
 
Several participants described a greater appreciation and capacity for collaboration as a 
result of their participation in the organization. When asked to describe how adults can best 
support youth passion for engaging in social change efforts, Participant 1 answers that youth 
have the capacity to encourage this passion. He describes the power of youth collaboration with 
fellow peers to inspire and ignite engagement in social change efforts:  
I feel like through youth. Some kids are just outright, they'll always be out there doing 
stuff but when those kids tell other kids and they spread the word, that's how it happens. 
Before I had done volunteering stuff with church and I'm like look, that was a 
requirement. My grandparents, they forced me to go to religious school, they forced me 
to do this volunteer work, and it was a requirement. It wasn't something I actually wanted 
to do. But when I knew that I wanted help with this college stuff, and then I was like, 
well I might as well do this, I had nothing better to do. And you're like, this isn't so bad I 
feel it's like, on a person to person level, it's better. It's pretty amazing and like this...the 
experiences I’ve had at [the organization] are the best personal experiences I've had. 
 
Civic engagement and social responsibility. In describing their involvement with the 
organization, several participants note the call to action they experience as a result of this 
participation. Participant 1 describes that although his initial involvement in the organization was 
to engage in college-readiness, the meaningful opportunities provided by the organization have 
fostered a sense of responsibility within him, stating that he wants to affect change: 
When I joined [the organization] I was like, “Oh, essential college readiness.” And the 
only reason I joined because first off, I had friends who applied with me. And secondly, 
my brother who was in college at the time was put on academic probation, and so I was 
super serious and I was like, “Man I really don't want that to be me.” And on the flyer 
was college readiness. And that instilled in me like, “Hey I need to go out there I need to 
do something.” And I'm like...so I went and I did it, and then I was like...besides that I 
found out that I really like volunteering, I found out that I like, really want to affect 
change. I really want to go out and do stuff and I didn't really know that before. 
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Several participants describe similar sentiments. Participant 2 credits his involvement at the 
organization in connecting him to the outside world: “And then here at [the organization], I'm 
able to be more connected to the outside world and I'm able to do more volunteer services and 
then try new stuff.” Participant 5 endorses a similar experience, describing that through her 
participation in the organization, she feels an increased willingness to go out into her community 
to make a difference and connect with community members. When asked about the changes she 
as noticed in herself as a result of her participation at the organization, she responds: 
I'm willing to go out in my community. I've always been someone who's like, "Oh, I want 
to stay home." But then I realized there's so much that I could connect to out there. 
There's more people I could connect to rather than here in my community. So, I've 
noticed that I'm willing to go as far as I can to even just, I don't know, save one 
community out there that's not even mine. Because I'm just willing to handle a challenge 
that I know many people won't. I feel like they'd be... Especially here at [the 
organization], it just made me feel like I'm willing to be more than just any student here 
or just a teen here in [community A]. 
 
Participant 8 credits the organization in encouraging her increased participation in 
various volunteer activities, helping her to establish deeper connections within her community. 
She provides the example of working on a mural and getting connected with a local art program. 
When asked about the ways in which the organization has helped her to be more involved in her 
community, Participant 8 states 
Well, before as a freshman, I didn't really volunteer anywhere. I didn't really do anything. 
And then afterwards, as I grew in the program, now I've made connections to parts of the 
community that I didn't even know existed. I didn't even know there was an art program 
in [community B], and so after we did the mural, I'm like, “There are certain places like 
that.” 
 
Increased dedication to her commitments through the organization is a phenomenon also cited by 
Participant 6: 
Even if my head hurts, I'm always like, "I have to come." It's not a have to come, like I 
don't really have to come, but it's just like, my head hurts, I have to do homework, I have 
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to clean my room, I have to take a shower. I'm like, "Yeah no, we're going to go to the 
program first because that's going to engage me in good things, and then I'm going to go 
home and deal with the rest." I feel like it's a good escape, in a way, for myself. 
 
In this statement, Participant 6 reveals that she is committed to her participation in the 
organization because of the engagement in “good things,” liken her time within this setting as “a 
good escape.” 
Critical consciousness. Two participants cited increased critical consciousness as a 
result of their participation in programming at the organization. Participant 4 describes that her 
involvement has increased her abilities related to perspective-taking, noting that she is able to 
better understand alternative perspectives to her own. She describes this phenomenon stating, 
“What we learned here, it makes me learn more about others and I put myself in their shoes and 
stuff. I'm just like, okay, that's understandable. It's really tough, so I try to help.” Participant 6 
adds to this, stating that she has grown to be more open in talking about her opinion, and feels 
that her opinions are more informed as a result of her participation in the programming at the 
organization. She states, “I know I've been more open, like talking about my opinion and 
backing it up with information.” 
Summary 
Youth participants identified several dimensions of youth empowerment successfully in 
place within the community, noting the necessary factors which facilitate empowerment across 
these dimensions. In identifying these factors, youth reveal that empowerment processes are not 
consistently implemented across settings and are often context specific. In recounting their 
experiences across these contexts, they identify the factors which impede the implementation of 
these six dimensions. These barriers are addressed in research question two. 
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Research Question Two 
The second research question posed in this study was, “What are the current barriers to 
implementing youth empowerment processes?” Participants noted several critical factors which 
impede empowerment processes from being successfully implemented across school and 
community contexts, particularly noting those which impact empowerment from being enacted at 
school. They identify barriers across all domains of empowerment, helping to further illustrate 
the process of empowerment. In addition to the themes derived from consensual qualitative 
research analysis, findings obtained from researcher field notes are presented.  
Environmental Barriers 
Youth responses indicated several barriers which impede a safe and welcoming 
environment from being realized. These factors are characterized as (a) negative interpersonal 
peer relationships; (b) a lack of support from school-based adults; (c) a lack of autonomy; and (d) 
discrimination and stereotyping. While youth identify that several of these factors permeate to 
both school and the organization, they primarily acknowledge the existence of these barriers 
within the context of school.  
Negative peer relationships at school. Youth identified negative peer relationships as a 
hindrance to positive, supportive environments. Within the context of school, participants share 
the prevalence of negative interpersonal relationships with peers. When asked to describe her 
experiences as a member of her school community, Participant 4 explains that she enjoys school 
but mentions interpersonal conflict amongst peers as a negative aspect of this environment, 
stating “Well, there's a lot of drama.” In thinking about what an ideal school environment would 
be, Participant 7 offers that this could be achieved if peers were more supportive and kinder to 
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one another: “I wish... I mean at least my school, I wish kids weren't as mean to other kids, I 
guess, bullying-wise.”  
Relatedly, Participant 5 expresses that in her experience, supportive attitudes 
demonstrated by school staff are not reflected by her peers, who are not accepting of one another. 
She describes her peers as judgmental and prejudiced, which stifles her from being able to show 
who she really is, reinforcing the idea that she cannot freely express herself at school. When 
asked if all students are accepting of other students at her school, Participant 5 responds: 
No. Because there's a lot of prejudice at school, everyone gets called out. Some are 
judgmental, so I feel like you kind of get scared to show who you are. So, I feel like it's 
just influences, or probably just the idea that at school, you're not allowed to be who you 
are. You have to follow the system. 
 
When asked which students are not accepted by other students, she adds: 
 
Those who are involved in school. Those who take on sports and all of that, who are kind 
of popular, those are the ones that get accepted. The rest that don't really have a voice or 
anything, they're not. They're kind of just thrown to the side. 
 
In this statement, Participant 5 identifies that involved youth are considered “popular” while the 
remaining youth “don’t really have a voice” and are “thrown to the side,” illustrating the 
negativity experienced in interpersonal peer relationships. 
Participant 7 supports this point and explains that negative interpersonal relationships 
with peers lead to a distrusting environment. She describes that students fear to be vulnerable in 
sharing personal stories because there is not trust between students to be respectful and keep 
these conversations within the classroom. There is a fear that rumors could be spread if students 
are vulnerable with one another. When asked why students are unwilling to “put themselves out 
there” at school, Participant 7 responds:  
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I think, I guess, people are scared to say something and someone else is going to go say 
this, "Oh, so-and-so had this happen to them”. And I guess rumors being spread and bad 
things being said about them at the school. 
 
She continues by describing the ways in which this phenomenon manifests. She explains that 
students need more confidence, particularly within school, due to the judgmental nature of peers. 
She hopes for youth to be able to be themselves and tackle issues they feel are unfair without 
judgement from peers: 
I think students need more confidence, especially in the school because I think there's 
certain kids that are really judgmental and I wish kids wouldn't see that. I wish they could 
just be themselves and be like, "Oh, I'm going to tackle this problem and I'm going to do 
it without anyone stopping me," I guess, or anyone judging me. 
 
Negative peer relationships at the organization. Negative interpersonal peer 
relationships were also noted as a barrier which prevents the organization from achieving an 
ideal environment. Participant 1 states that achieving this environment would require youth from 
all age ranges interacting with one another: 
I mean it would be a mix of all grade levels from both schools, which it kind of is. 
There's people from all grade levels, but it's mostly, oh, this is all the freshmen and then 
these are the juniors and then there's four or five seniors and there's three sophomores. 
So, it's not very evenly mixed. 
 
The identification of cliques was noted by several participants, who describe that the 
presence of these social groups creates negative tension at the organization. Participant 2 
identified that cliques prevent an ideal organization from being achieved as certain individuals 
feel isolated: 
I mean we've had this discussion before in previous years and we've all just agreed on to 
make sure and do your best to not be in cliques, to not stick with the same people all the 
time with the same group. To actually interact with the interns and to make them feel 




Participant 5 describes that despite best efforts, the organization still experiences concerns with 
cliques, which she identifies is not dissimilar from school. She describes that youth and adults at 
the organization have expressed a desire for everyone to unite, however, cliques continue to exist 
often based on various traits demonstrated by the youth: 
I feel like no one really talks about it, but here...we still have those small groups. We say 
that we want to be united and just be a whole group, but at the same time, I've seen the 
corners are filled with this other group and this other group. If you want to be part of their 
group, you've got to show these other traits to get accepted. That's what I've been talking 
about with my friend. I'm like, “So, what's the point? Are we supposed to be here on the 
side and be who we are and just not try to mess with them?” 
 
Participant 5 continues, describing that she feels as though she is perceived as “weird”, which 
stifles her from showing her true personality. In expressing ways in which the organization could 
be improved, she states:  
The cliques and the prejudice that occur. Sometimes with my friend, we're kind of looked 
at as the weird kids. That's why we're always in the corner. But if there were no cliques, 
we would all be together. We wouldn't mind just saying, well a simple hello. Because we 
were struggling just saying...just polite things to each other. So, I feel like if we didn't 
have those cliques and just be more open minded, that would definitely reach that ideal 
[organization]. 
 
She feels that this ideal environment could be achieved by the adults intervening and breaking up 
cliques to ensure that everyone is interacting together. She also notes that adults can provide 
more structure to help avoid these situations amongst peers. When asked how adults can help 
achieve this ideal environment, she states:  
Probably just being a little more strict. Not too much just following that, "Oh, we're not 
going to be here with our own groups, some of us are going to be in the sofas." No, we're 
going to be all together and just be more firm. I'm asking more adults to be just a little 




Similar concerns were expressed by Participant 6, who notes that cliques have been a 
historical concern at the organization. She describes that this issue has gotten better over time, 
but still persists: 
Everyone here has their clique and they said it used to be worse back then, but I still see 
it. I still know, I mean...I say hi to everyone, but I know if I show up and sit down on the 
table, they're going to be like, "Why is she here?" So yeah. So I do think it's good because 
I do like participating in things, but also know that I know where I'm not really wanted, if 
that makes any sense. 
 
In this statement, Participant 6 expresses that cliques cast judgement, which limits her from 
participating fully in the program. These cliques make her feel unwanted, which also deters 
meaningful engagement and participation. She continues to describe this barrier, noting the 
mindset of individuals in wanting to join cliques to feel a sense of belonging, “I just think people 
don't have that mindset. Like they know one person, and then they're like, ‘That's my person’. 
And if that person isn't going, then they're like, ‘Oh, I can't go either’.” She explains that it is 
difficult to prevent cliques, stating that these efforts have been tried in the past and that despite 
the bonds made during these activities, students always return to their cliques once the activities 
have subsided: 
Because we try, but it doesn't really work. We try, and in that moment everyone's cool, 
but it just leads everyone to be like, “Oh, hi.” It's just an acquaintance in the end, and it's 
not really a full on connection like, “That's my friend. They're really cool.” It's more of a, 
“Yeah, they're pretty cool. They're chill. I really didn't get to know them, but they're 
cool.” 
 
Participant 6 concludes, noting that an ideal organization would be “Really open. Really nice, 
really friendly, and no small, little groups. Just a big open thing.” 
 Youth participants accounts of cliques within the organization were supported by 
observations recorded in the researcher’s field notes. Throughout the implementation of the 
youth-led research project, youth were observed to self-select into small groups of peers. These 
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groups remained consistent over the course of implementation. Various research team activities 
were enacted in order to reconfigure groups of youth, however, youth returned to cliques after 
the completion of these activities.  
Lack of support at school. Youth identified several shortcomings in feeling supported at 
school. Participant 3 expresses that school would be a more meaningful place if teachers would 
talk to students more and provide support in times of need, particularly because some students 
are too scared to ask themselves. When asked what school personnel could do to make school a 
more meaningful place for everyone, she responds: 
I don't know, because some teachers are different. Just talk to students more. Some of my 
teachers are kind of rude. Just be there for the students when they need help because 
some students are scared to ask for help. I don't know, like me, I'm kind of a little shy to 
ask for help. 
 
She provides an example of providing support in times of need. When describing the ways in 
which she perceives her school being unaccepting towards certain students, she recounts several 
student deaths by suicide. She states that the school has not reached out to support or spread 
awareness around this issue: “There's been a lot of suicides lately at school and I feel like they 
haven't been reaching out or spreading awareness at school.” 
When asked to describe an ideal school environment, Participant 8 expresses for a school 
which acknowledges and supports students’ diverse backgrounds: “I think being more supportive 
of what the students that are in there and I guess like acknowledging like their students 
background, like whether it be like cultural background or sexual orientation background or 
anything like that.”  
Participant 5 also describes her desire for more support at school. She expresses that it is 
hard to find an outlet for her voice to be heard, describing that with so many students and being 
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reserved, she feels unnoticed. She expresses for her school to be more supportive of students to 
“be themselves”: 
Because we're so many at school. I feel like there are so many people there that already 
share those same characteristics I have, but we're all unique. So, I'm just trying to find a 
way that I can be myself. Because, I don't know, I feel like that school, at the same time, 
is not expecting it’s students to really be themselves. 
 
She continues, expanding on her lack of support at school. When asked to describe how 
comfortable she is being herself at school, Participant 5 states: 
I don't feel comfortable at all, to be honest, because you just feel like you have to almost 
take on a role at school. You have to do the most to really kind of eclipse everyone else. 
You just got to keep on with the ordinary thing of staying on top of your work, joining as 
much clubs as you can, try to stay away from negative influences. I feel that kind of 
prevents me from showing who I am. It's just...I feel I have a role to play at school.  
 
Participant 5 describes that, at times, she also feels unsupported at the organization. She 
expresses that she feels put to the side, perhaps because she does not demonstrate "boldness" 
adults are looking for: “I feel like they just kind of put me to the side sometimes, because I don't 
have the boldness they look for. It's just like, ‘Oh. She's just here whenever she wants to.’” 
Lack of autonomy at school. Youth participants describe a lack of autonomy as a factor 
which impedes a positive, welcoming environment, particularly within the context of school. 
When asked to describe an ideal school environment, Participant 1 states: 
And then for the students, I feel like there has to be some level of mobility and freedom. 
When they started doing escorts at [school], it's like...that sucked but I kind of see why it 
was important. But it's also we can't do anything without an escort anymore. It's kind of 
old. Like, why would I even go to this?  
 
He continues, explaining that students have to feel some level of mobility or freedom to express 
themselves: 
I feel like there has to be some form of mobility and they have to be fair because a lot of 
times there'll be, especially the deans. Like this one dean in our school, he generally picks 
favorites and then he'll only believe those favorites and he'll only take certain people's 
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sides. I mean I understand why they're inclined not to believe the students. Their whole 
job is to do that. 
 
In this statement, he identifies that without autonomy, youth are not “believed” by 
administrators. He recognizes the role of administrators is "not to believe students" identifying a 
barrier to equitable power-sharing between youth and adults which is more systemic in nature. 
Participant 8 also endorses the notion that more freedom is needed in order for student 
voices to be heard at school. She describes students’ need for autonomy in questioning unfair 
practices and to be heard when challenging them. She claims this will help students feel 
welcomed at school, noting that students do not want to be in a setting where they have to 
comply with unfair practices that do not serve their best interests: 
Yeah, I think freedom would be a big one, because if like, and the ability to ask questions 
about being like…heard about it because like you can't. Like I said before, you can't 
expect kids just to go to a building and just go to school to pass. They want to go there 
and like they want to feel welcomed at school. They don't want to walk into school and 
be like, “Oh, I don't want to, like I'm here again, like I have to be here.” 
 
Further articulating her need for autonomy, Participant 8 states: 
 
I would want to be in an environment that actually looks for my own benefit and uses 
resources to benefit me rather than using resources that'll just give the school a good title. 
And, like...give them a good name in the neighborhood. 
 
Participant 4 provides an additional example which highlights the need for freedom and 
autonomy in school. She describes student efforts towards changing the dress code policy, noting 
that this policy restricts student comfort. She mentions the punitive disciplinary responses 
students receive for minor dress code infractions: 
Because there's a lot of people getting mad and being like, “Oh, they sent me to the dean's 
office because of my shoes or because of what I'm wearing.” It's like in this school I think 
we should be comfortable with what we should wear. We can still represent a school but 




Participant 6 further supports youths’ need for autonomy, explaining that when youth are not 
listened to, they feel a need to “cause attention” to their voices. When asked if factors such as 
support or freedom were needed from adults to help youth voice be heard, Participant 6 
responded, “It depends because I mean if...if they go talk to someone and they don't get listened 
to, then obviously they have to do something big to cause attention to it.” 
Participant 5 discusses her lack of autonomy in school, stating that despite her beliefs of 
empowerment within the community, these feelings do not translate to the school setting. She 
expresses that others might demonstrate their leadership qualities in a “louder” sense than her, 
diminishing her capacity to be seen as a leader. When asked if she feels she can make change in 
her school, she responds: 
That...I don't think so because I just know there's so many kids that have much better 
qualities than I do. I'm reserved, but also I will complain if something isn't right. I feel 
like...because I have complained about stuff, but I feel like no one's really supporting me 
because they always see me as, “Oh, that one girl that's kind of an introvert.” But I really 
am not. But I will address something. So, I just feel like many are just louder and I'd be 
like, “I don't have that.” 
 
She continues, describing what would help her overcome this barrier:  
 
Having the adults willing to take me more seriously and just because...many adults just 
see, “Oh, if you're in an AP class, I'll take a notice on you.” I mean I have AP classes, but 
you just see me like, “Oh, she's not doing this and that, so therefore I won't listen to her 
because she's not going beyond and whatever.” But I'm like, “Yes I am just, it takes me a 
while.” So if they see you. 
 
In this statement, Participant 5 identifies support from adults, particularly in them taking notice 
of her, as a way in which this barrier can be overcome. She expresses that students in more 




In a similar fashion, Participant 5 expresses that students need more freedom and 
autonomy rather than being pressured to suppress their opinion and follow the rules. She 
describes that trust in youths’ ability to handle the challenge is needed from adults, but identifies 
that freedom is most important: 
I feel like they [youth] do need freedom, because that's the thing at school. You feel 
almost pressured to do only certain things and to not voice your opinion about certain 
stuff. You're expected to follow these certain guidelines. So, I feel like that's the thing 
that we need. We need freedom, to have that trust, and to know that some of the students 
are already educated. They're already civilized. That's the term by the adults who are 
surrounded by the students. So, I feel that, yeah, we have to, at schools, have freedom, 
most importantly. 
 
Participant 7 further illustrates this point, describing mixed opinions regarding whether students 
have skills to be successful leaders in making change. She attributes this to the context, noting 
that some youth feel like they cannot be themselves in certain settings, such as school, which 
stifles their potential. However, within the community these same youth demonstrate leadership 
skills and take initiative to make a difference:  
I think it depends on the atmosphere. Because I know some friends that they're really 
quiet in class, but when they're out and about with friends they have leadership skills and 
they take initiative to do things then. I guess just the atmosphere. 
 
Expanding on this point, Participant 1 describes the conditional autonomy granted to 
students who follow expectations. He states that youth who demonstrate expected behavior are 
rewarded with increased responsibility and are treated like adults whereas students who do not 
are treated like kids: 
And so, like if you're getting your work done regularly and you're not disturbing too 
many people, then yeah they're whatever. But if you're not, then they'll treat you like 
kids, a lot of teachers will say, “If you act like an adult, I'll treat you like one, if you act 





Lack of autonomy at the organization. While youth did not express a lack of autonomy 
between themselves and adults at the organization, data obtained from field notes gathered 
during the implementation of the youth-led research project suggested that adults exerted 
influence over youth, specifically within the context of the youth-led research project.  
Observations recorded by the researcher demonstrate that youth autonomy is not always enacted 
within the organization. This finding was illustrated through field notes completed throughout 
the course of the youth-led research project. At the beginning of this project, youth worked to 
identify an issue of relevance within their community. After several weeks of consideration and 
debate, youth identified the issue of gang violence. Adult leaders expressed significant concern 
with youth selecting this issue, challenging the notion that this issue was of relevance to these 
particular youth, given their involvement with the organization. During the fifth week of 
implementation, adult leaders notified youth that the project would instead focus on the issue of 
truancy at school. This shift in focus was not determined by youth, nor were youth consulted 
prior to this decision. Rather, this was a decision made solely by adult leaders, demonstrating the 
limits of youth autonomy at the organization.  
Discrimination and stereotyping within the community. When describing various 
aspects of their communities, youth identified racism as a barrier to a positive environment for 
all community members. Participant 1 describes negative stereotypes which exist within his 
community, noting that individuals who dress in a certain way are judged by this outward 
appearance, “Yeah, like individual similarities like, oh he's sagging his pants he's a part of this 
group. Or he's an upstanding citizen. He has manners, he says please, thank you, so he must not 
be a bad guy.” He continues to describe that these judgements are based on negative stereotypes 
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held by individuals within the community. When asked to describe these negative stereotypes, 
Participant 1 responds: 
That everybody who, let's say sags their pants or talks in slang, they must be with a bad 
crowd, they must do bad things, do illegal things. And then everybody who's out being 
loud, they're not good people. Like if you see somebody doing something dumb out there, 
they must not be a smart person. 
 
He expands on the discrimination and stereotyping that occurs, reflecting on his positionality as a 
white male within his community: 
I feel like, early on, I realized that I'm white, and a lot of people in this community aren't. 
So, it's like, I understand that I have privilege, I won't get treated the same. So I feel like 
I've always known that I live a life that a lot of people wish they had and stuff, so I feel 
like it's really good at putting yourself in other people's shoes and understanding that the 
stuff needs to change. 
 
In this statement, he also acknowledges the importance in reflecting on privilege and perspective 
within the context of social change.  
Participant 6 also expresses that her community is not accepting to all individuals, 
particularly when it pertains to race or sexual orientation. She also notes that individuals within 
her community are labeled because of their race.  
And then I do think another problem is race, because a lot of people don't accept they can 
look at someone's job profile and then if they see a Mexican name or...they could put, 
“Oh this is this type of person's name.” They're like, "Oh no. They're Mexicans." And 
then they start putting labels on people because of their race. And I don't think that's fair. 
But I do think that's a problem because I know a lot of people see it like that. That's not 
right. What they're doing isn't right. 
 
She also illustrates discriminatory attitudes regarding sexual orientation that exist within her 
community: 
I think a big part of it is religion and then race, because I know I've had disagreements 
with my family. I'm Catholic and they're Catholic, but we have little disagreements 





Participant 8 contributes to this conversation, reflecting on the role of systemic racism 
within her community. She notes that her community is not always accepting towards people of 
color, particularly those who identify as black. She describes tensions between police and these 
individuals, referencing riots which have occurred within the community. She specifically 
describes that during these riots, black youth are targeted and labeled, regardless of their 
involvement: 
I guess recently, because we've had a lot of riots, the community and the police aren't as 
accepting towards...not people of color but just black kids in general. Because I know a 
lot of the times when riots happen, just innocent black kids who walked in the street, who 
aren't even a part of the riot, they target them right away. I feel like a lot of the time now 
people will say, "Oh, yeah. It's those [city] kids who come from project homes" or stuff 
like that. That's more often to be heard now than I've ever heard before growing up just 
because riots and stuff have been happening. 
 
Discrimination and stereotyping at school. Barriers pertaining to discrimination and 
stereotyping are not isolated to the community. Participant 6 explains that these attitudes are also 
reflected within her school. She illustrates this point, noting the racism that has occurred towards 
Asian individuals due to the global pandemic: 
For example, the Coronavirus, I know it's been brought up, but I know that people...they 
start playing around like, "Oh." They start coughing because they're sick and then they're 
like, "I have the Coronavirus." And then everyone makes a big joke about it. And I'm 
like, “Dude, that's not funny. People are actually dying and you're making a joke about 
it.” But then they see someone that's Asian like, “Oh, I saw an Asian person in the store 
and then moved away from them.” And I'm like, “That's not funny.” I'm just like, “Stop 
trying to be funny. You're not being funny. You're being offensive.” And I know they 
make jokes like that but I'm like, “That's not funny.” I know I got into a disagreement 
with someone because he kept doing that and I stopped them, I just told them, “That's not 
okay.” 
 
Participant 7 supports this point, describing that racial tensions are present within the school 
environment. She shares a recent occurrence within her school: 
Well, we've had recent problems with...we had a Black History Month show, I guess, and 
we had one girl speak about how she didn't like it and how it's not the definition of black 
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heritage. And she went off on Facebook about it and students felt like that was rude of 
her and they addressed it, but we also had other African American students saying rude 
stuff about Mexicans. I guess there's some racial tension in the school. 
 
In addition to race, youth also identify discrimination and stereotyping that occurs on 
behalf of socioeconomic status and sexual orientation. Participant 3 expresses that students who 
are marginalized due to limited financial resources experience discrimination and stereotyping. 
When asked which groups of students’ her school is less accepting of, she responds, “Well, I feel 
like people that don't have a lot at home or they can't afford certain things.” She identifies that 
socioeconomic status is often an impetus for bullying by other peers. When asked which students 
are targeted in these aggressions, she responds, “The ones that can’t afford to have nice things or 
those who just...the way they look as well.” 
Participant 6 explains that her school is mostly accepting of students who identify as 
LGBTQ+, but notes that some teachers express attitudes and opinions which call their 
acceptance of this population of students into question:  
I do think they are accepting. I mean I feel like some of the teachers...they...you could tell 
right away they don't really...they know where they stand but they don't act upon it. They 
don't treat them differently. 
 
She illustrates this point by sharing an example of biased attitudes towards individuals within the 
LGBTQ+ community as expressed by teachers: 
I have this one teacher and I know that the teacher's religious and they, the teacher...we're 
talking about politics and they're like, “I mean, I can't say that I'm Republican, but I can't 
say I'm a Democrat.” And it’s...they started going on about why. And then he's like, “For 
example, I'm pro-life and they're not,” and then we know before that he's Catholic. So 
then you picture it and you're like, “Okay.” And then I know some girl in my class, she 
was like you want to go to a drag club when I'm older because I guess she likes thinks it's 
really fun or something like that. And the teacher was like, “Okay, you're okay.” He 
didn't need to know that. But before, if we've told them like, “Oh, I want to go to Europe, 
or I want to go to Mexico.” He'd be like, “Oh really?” And he'll get interested. So you're 




Participant 8 illustrates the ways in which bias towards particular populations of students occurs 
within her school by recalling an experience with one of her teachers.  When asked if school 
personnel are accepting to all students, Participant 8 responds:  
I think because the time has changed, you know how the LGBTQ community has become 
more prevalent. Well, it's already been prevalent, but it's been more outspoken now. I 
think the teachers who are older or not as exposed to that community are having a harder 
time conforming to using non-binary pronouns or conforming to transgender students' 
needs and what they want to be called. Because I've been in my classes where the 
teachers don't purposely do it, but they'll use the wrong pronouns or they'll stumble and 
be like, "they, he, her." They don't know what to say, but it's not like they're purposely 
doing it. It's just harder, I think, for them to conform because it's happening so rapidly 
and it's not what they grew up with. 
 
Beyond race and sexual orientation, several participants highlight their experiences 
combating stereotypes regarding youth within the context of their age and ability. Several youth 
discussed the discrimination shown towards students who are perceived as less academically 
talented or labeled as “bad” students. Participant 6 expresses that these labels can determine how 
youth are treated by teachers, noting that students who are viewed as responsible tend to have 
better interpersonal relationships with teachers. When describing relationships between students 
and teachers at her school, Participant 6 states: 
I think it's good but depends on the scenario. If you're labeled as a responsible kid, the 
teacher knows your background because teachers start talking to each other teachers like, 
“That kids irresponsible.” So yeah, I think that has a lot to do with it. 
 
She further illustrates this unequal treatment noting that school counselors prioritize meeting 
with students who are more academically inclined: “And then I know the counselors think...they 
meet up with students more frequently if they have better grades or better classes, than with 
people that don't.” Participant 1 also notes the bias experienced by students who are labeled as 
“bad”, stating that teachers take “...an interest in just the good kids and pick favorites.”   
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Participant 6 further describes the ways in which stereotyping and labeling negatively 
impact students at her school. In this statement, she articulates the negative implications of these 
beliefs by explaining that society makes judgements based on negative stereotypes, which results 
in unequal treatment. She illustrates this through a personal example, recounting a time when she 
explained these implications to a friend: 
I have an example I think, but I know with my friends, she's really smart, but she hangs 
out with people that people label them as not that smart. And that's just because of the 
way they look or because of the way they dress or their haircut or something. And 
so...and I told her too, I was like, "Look, I'm going to be straight up with you." I was like, 
"Look, this is how our teacher is going to see it," and I told her, "And I know it's going to 
sound really bad, but I'm just telling you this is how society sees it because I don't make 
the rules. Society did and I can't change them by myself.” And I told her, “This is how 
people see each other." And I was like, "So a teacher can look at a student and think like 
this: ‘Oh this person has good grades and they go... have AP classes and they have good 
types of friends’.” But their good types of friends are gonna be people that have good 
grades and good types of classes. And then teachers look at the other side and they're 
gonna be like, “I mean that person failed this class and they’re Mexican. So, maybe 
they're in a gang or something.” And they're like, even though my friend is Mexican, too, 
they’re like, “But I mean her balance probably comes from somewhere good because 
she’s not like them.” And then they start putting labels in there. 
 
In this statement, Participant 6 identifies that school personnel will often connect certain 
behaviors demonstrated by students, such as failing a class, to stereotyped beliefs regarding their 
race. 
These discriminatory beliefs are also expressed by youth themselves. In describing the 
value of service learning and social justice trips offered through the organization, Participant 5 
states that these types of opportunities should be incorporated in schools but reserved for 
students who are academically talented:  
Well, obviously having the students be offered to go on trips here and there, but at the 
same time I feel like everyone has to be selected based on their academics. So they 




Participant 4 offers a counter perspective to discrimination towards diverse student 
ability, highlighting an important consideration regarding youth competencies. She posits that all 
youth can be successful leaders in making change because everyone brings something different 
to the table. She challenges notions that youth must fit a certain requirement to be effective 
leaders in change initiatives: 
Everyone has different talents. We're all good at certain things, and if we all use that on 
the right things then it could work, trust me. We need to be good about this and smart. 
We need to know which places those people need to be in. No one's dumb. No one's slow 
or nothing. We're all smart in our own ways. It might not be educational or lifestyle or 
nothing, but we are in our way. Everyone is different and it's cool. 
 
In this statement, she illustrates the importance in understanding the differences of youth and 
how these differences can be leveraged in making change. 
Participant 8 identifies the lack of representation at her school as a barrier to an ideal 
school environment. She explains that despite the diverse population of students, most 
administrators are white males. She also notes that there are not many people of color or people 
who identify as LGBTQ+ who are part of the administration. She describes that this voice is 
therefore not present which results in policies and practices being informed by people who do 
not fully represent the population of students: 
I think that the fact that a lot of the administration is white people and mostly white men, 
that there's not many people of color or people who identify with the LGBTQ community 
that are part of the administration. Their voice isn't present at all and it's just like cis, 
white men just putting their opinion and thinking what's best. 
 
In a statement describing relations between school personnel and students, Participant 8 
states, “You can't respect someone's opinion if they don't respect your existence". In the 
following statement, she expands on this statement, noting that this respect goes both ways 
between youth and adults. She explains that youth existence, particularly youth of color, is not 
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recognized at school. She describes that despite having a significant population of Latino/a 
students, little is done at school to acknowledge or celebrate that culture. She illustrates this point 
by sharing a personal story of her Spanish club fighting to get graduation regalia that represents 
their shared culture: 
[School] has a really big Latino and black community and they pride themselves on their 
diversity but the school doesn't acknowledge it...like at all. Like besides having a hashtag 
that's in Spanish, there's nothing in the school I guess that promotes that. Because I know 
like the club I'm in, we're fighting to get...like Mexican stools for graduation. And we 
were telling them that our club is underrepresented just because we're like a Latino club 
and like all the principals said was, “Okay, there's a 10% chance it'll happen”. But 
like...all the other clubs get whatever they want to wear for graduation. So, I think by like 
just not acknowledging, like I guess like the personal identity, the cultural identity. That's 
where we feel the most attacked because they're not like recognizing the most important 
aspect of their school, the culture. 
 
Participant 6 makes an important identification, noting that labels and stereotyping 
impact the school collectively in addition to individual students. She describes the negative 
perceptions of her school, which she attributes to the physical disrepair of the building. She 
challenges labels which associate the physical building equating to a worse education. When 
asked to describe her experiences at school, she illustrates this point using a personal example: 
I think they're good, but I just... I mean people say that [school] is a bad school. Well I 
think it's a good school. I just think that since when they look at the building, they're like, 
"No, it's falling apart. No." And they don't like it. But I do think the teachers are good 
teachers most of the time. Even though they give us a lot of work. I know that deep down 
they’re just trying to help us. I know my cousins, they're a year older than me. They are 
in sophomore....they're juniors and they live in another state and I have better classes than 
them and I could have integrated in math honors and they have no honors and I'm just 
like, "I have better classes than you, and I'm smarter than you and I'm younger than you." 
So yes, I do think it's a good school. 
 
These perceptions are also held by youth themselves. When asked if school is a place he 
enjoys being, Participant 2 describes that the lack of resources, due to limited funding, prevent 
him from having the best education: 
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I mean, again, most people say they just want to get out of that school and they wish they 
were in a private school or somewhere that had better resources and what not, which I 
agree on. I wish I can be somewhere with better resources, but with the stuff that's there 
and it's just in the proximity, I feel comfortable. Yeah, I wish I could be in a richer, more 
better...to give me a better education, but at the same time, it's just...we can't. We 
financially couldn't, so this is where I'm at and this is where I like it. 
 
Participant 2 further reflects on this lack of funding, noting the inequality that exists in funding 
schools within his community. He explains that members of his community do not register for 
fear of being deported, which results in less funding for schools: 
Yeah, lack of funding, because I read into it, it was like a lot of people don't say that 
they're a resident of the town. So, then it's less numbers. It's like the state gives money to 
the town depending on how many people there are...is registered living there. And since a 
lot of people don't register that they're living here we don't get as much funding that we 
should be getting because of the number of people. Yeah. Some people don't register 
because they're afraid of getting deported and stuff like that. 
 
Participant 2 concludes, noting that fear of deportation is a reality faced by students in his school 
and members of his community alike: 
For some students, yes, because some people do immigrate here. But I think it's mostly 
just about their parents and how their parents see the whole area. I mean my parents say 
they've lived here long enough now to be US citizens, so they don't worry about it 
anymore but before they used to worry about it all the time. There's some of my friends 
whose parents still worry about that. 
 
Disengagement and Nonparticipation 
Teacher and school personnel attitudes were the primary barrier to meaningful 
participation and engagement identified by youth. Participants describe the implications of these 
attitudes and the ways in which they can be counteracted.  
Teacher attitudes. Youth noted that teachers seem “disengaged,” which initiates a 
cyclical process of disengagement which impacts both students and teachers. Several participants 
describe their perceptions that teachers would rather be elsewhere than within the classroom. 
When asked what school personnel can do to make school a more meaningful place for all 
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students, Participant 4 responded, “I feel like they all should be more positive about things and 
actually want to be there.” Similarly, when asked to describe what prevents her ideal school from 
being a reality, Participant 5 describes that she feels teachers are “just there for the money,” 
stating: 
I don't know. Because at my school it's kind of hard to tell because some of the teachers I 
feel like they're just there...just for the money. Because I could see that some just don't 
want to go to school. I'm like, "Wow!" Even the students are dragging. But then also the 
teachers. And I'm like, "Oh, okay." So, I feel what prevents it is just some of us are just 
dragging each other down. We're having that negative energy. So possibly if we had 
more, I don't know, something that could inspire us a little bit more, but not be kind of 
cheesy in some way. Because I know every time I complain this to an adult, they are 
going to be like, "Oh, do you want a video or something like a quick song that we can 
play in the announcement?" I'm like, "No." So, I feel like that's the thing. That maybe 
with teachers who are just like, "Oh, let's just get it over with." 
 
Participant 1 also identifies the cyclical nature of student and teacher disengagement as a 
barrier to meaningful participation and engagement. He explains that disengagement is not 
always the fault of teachers, describing that their ideas are stifled by administration who desire 
for teachers to stick to the curriculum. Participant 1 connects that these barriers further disengage 
teachers and students, creating a cycle of disengagement and limited mobility. When answering 
what factors prevent an ideal school environment from being a reality, he responds: 
Teachers who are just trying to get through the day. I feel like everybody has their own 
bad days, but there have been times a teacher wants to do something independent and 
then the school will shoot them down. Or there'll be a teacher who will want to take kids 
on a field trip, but it's really hard for them to organize field trips. So, it's stuff like that, 
that kind of shuts it down and admins like, “No, you're supposed to teach from this, this 
and this.” There's only so much they can do. And at [school] there's a lot of people who 
just don't care. So, it's hard for the school to give them mobility when the students aren't 
giving anything back. 
  
Beyond attitudes of disengagement demonstrated by teachers, several participants 
identify a lack of caring for students beyond the classroom as a barrier to meaningful 
participation and engagement. Participant 5 identifies a lack of personal connection as a barrier 
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to her engagement within the classroom. When asked if she feels that she has adults at school 
who care about her, she responds: 
I'd say for the most part. However, some of them, I feel like I'm kind of just one in a 
million. They assume that I just want to do good in my academics and assume that I just 
want to get a good grade and that's it, but I'm not. I'm willing to build a bond with them. I 
feel like, because this happened recently, one of my teachers assumed that I was pretty 
good. It's in French class. I'm taking French. I was a pretty good student. However, she 
didn't really decide to give me the grade I deserved. I started to see that she was giving 
the other kids, who were exactly just like me, who were like experts at what we were 
doing, they were getting the grade they deserved. To me, that showed that she didn't care 
about giving me the grade I deserved. So, I felt like she didn't care about me. I addressed 
it multiple times, and she didn't even do anything. So, I feel like that was very teacher-
like of her, that she couldn't address it. She couldn't contact some other resources. She 
didn't do anything. It was just upsetting. What's worse is that I have to see that other 
people are getting what they deserve, and I don't. I did the same work as them, so I feel 
like I'm not being thought of as much. 
 
Participant 8 builds on this point, expressing that teachers who show limited care towards 
students, ignoring happenings in students’ lives beyond the classroom, promote disengagement 
from students. In describing this barrier, she states:   
Sometimes the classes are boring. Like I said before, some of the teachers just don't care 
about you. It's obvious that they think their class is the most important thing in the world 
and they just don't care if you're having a bad day. Or they don't ever ask, "Oh, why did 
you get a bad grade on the test?" They just assume you're being a bad student. They don't 
ever see that there's something going on in your personal life. Or even if you tell them 
something's going on in your personal life, they just don't care. They just think their class 
is more important than anything else. 
  
She expands on this idea, calling out mismatched expectations set forth by school personnel. She 
explains that these individuals cannot expect compliance with rules if adults are not putting in 
the time and effort to teach students in a way that is meaningful and engaging. When responding 
to the statement that schools would rather have students obey the rules than challenge unfair 
practices, Participant 8 states: 
I mean, you can't expect a student to go to school for eight hours for five days and not get 
upset when they can't do something and they don't understand why it's against the rules. 
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Like we say it all the time, like...why can't a girl go to school in a tank top? What's so bad 
about wearing a tank top at school? And they'll not be able to explain it. Then how do 
you expect them to respect you if you just don't listen to them? You can't expect someone 
to just obey the rules if you're not putting your time and effort into teaching them, like 
actually teaching them, and not just like having them pass the class and then leave. 
 
Participant 6 identifies the ways in which teachers and other school personnel can 
facilitate increased engagement and participation from students. Countering the barrier of limited 
care demonstrated towards students, Participant 6 shares an example which illustrates the power 
in teachers recognizing and encouraging student interests beyond the classroom. When asked 
about the factors that have facilitated her in feeling empowered to make change, Participant 6 
credits the encouragement she receives from her teacher, stating: 
I feel like encouragement. I like to write. I don't write a lot because now I don't have 
time, but I know like I used to write a lot, and then I stopped writing for a while, and I 
was like, "Should I keep writing?" And I remember I asked my teacher, I was like, 
"Should I keep writing?" And they're like, "Yeah." And I was like, "But should I 
though?" Because it's not really that important." And they're like, "Do you like to write?" 
And I was like, "Well, yeah." They're like, "Then you should write." And I was like, 
"Well, should I?" And they're like, "Yeah." And I was like, "Okay, then." And then I kept 
writing, and they were just like, "You can write." And then they're like, "If you want a 
future in that ..." and they started giving me ideas. Like, "You could open a website and 
you could start writing, and even if it doesn't gain any popularity, you would still always 
have that piece of yourself on there, and you could always express your opinions." And I 
was like, "That's smart." I just need to figure out how to set up a website. But that's smart. 
 
She continues describing ways in which teachers can show comprehensive care and concern to 
students. In responding to the question regarding the necessary factors to make school a more 
meaningful place for all students, she states: 
Being a chill teacher. Like not chill in the sense that you can do whatever you want, but 
actually showing appreciation for the students and what they have to provide, like 
actually caring about them. Because I know some teachers only pick like three students, 
and they're like, "Those are my students." And they're all proud about them, and the rest 




Participant 6 expands, providing an additional example of a teacher who shows care and concern 
for students beyond academics: 
But I know my teacher that I've mentioned a couple times, I know he's really like...so, 
today I had to give him a Spanish Honors Society page that he had to fill out about me. I 
had to get a teacher for the application, and he's just like, "I have some interesting things 
to say about you." And I was like, "No way, it has to be nice." I was like, "Can it be good 
please?" And he's like, "I'm kidding." But he's really like…he always plays around really 
nice, but he gives a lot of work, but we don't mind doing his work because he's really 
nice. 
 
Power Differentials between Youth and School-Based Adults 
Participants identified several barriers to equitable power-sharing between youth and 
adults within the community, particularly within the context of school. These barriers include: 
(a) decision-making hierarchies; (b) distrust between youth and adults; (c) adult attitudes; and (d) 
adults “hearing” but not “listening” to youth. Consistent with other barriers identified in previous 
domains, youth commonly cite these barriers as occurring within the context of schools. 
Decision-making hierarchies. Youth participants identified decision-making hierarchies 
as a barrier to equitable power-sharing between themselves and adults. In illustrating this barrier, 
Participant 3 provides an example, which calls out the treatment youth received from adults in 
positions of power when advocating for change in the community. When describing the social 
actions taken in meeting with key stakeholders, she explains it took months to hear back from 
these individuals to schedule a meeting: 
I mean, we had to send a letter and it kind of took a while for them to respond. It's a 
couple of months later, and I feel like, I don't know, I feel like it would take a while to 
reach out. 
 
Participants note that these hierarchies are not unique to the community. In explaining 
how the ideal school environment could be achieved, Participant 7 states, “Not having to go ask 
every single person about...if you want to create a club, then you have to go to this person and 
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this person and this person. You have to get it signed by this person.” Participant 3 also provides 
an example of these structures within her school. She expresses that she feels less empowered to 
make change at school, describing that it would require a collective effort. She mentions the 
slow, bureaucratic process of change and necessity for adult approval along the way, stating that 
if she began her freshman year, she likely wouldn't see results until her senior year. In 
responding to a question regarding her capacity to make change in school, Participant 3 states: 
Oh, I don't know about that. I probably could, but I'd probably have to get a teacher, 
maybe like a group of friends. But I think it'll take a while. So, let's say if I did it all in 
my freshman year, probably by senior year you'd probably figure it out. Because I feel 
like you have to get many adults to agree on it and need to have to get like, I don't know 
just a lot of people involved in it. And some people may not agree on it or agree on it and 
you have to send letters and just do all that stuff. It's just a slow process. 
 
Participant 5 also identifies the decision-making hierarchies present within the school 
setting. She expresses that, unlike the organization, there is a disconnect between what adults at 
school say they value and the values that they demonstrate through their actions. When 
describing whether it is possible for youth to feel like equals to adults at school, she responds: 
I feel that it's kind of different, because there's more adults that are running the school 
and many of us are just there. Like I said, many of us just don't really care. So I feel that 
at times there's obviously going to be that group of students that are willing to talk to the 
principal and all of that. So, I feel like that's when they really work their game through 
and they were like, "Oh yeah, I'm going to listen to you." But then they're like, "Oh, we're 
going to have it my way, obviously because I'm the adult."  
  
When describing decision-making hierarchies, Participant 8 identifies that these 
structures not only impact students, but also teachers. In explaining the need for support to 
elevate youth voice, she describes that a lot of teachers are afraid of losing their jobs for 
supporting students who speak out against unfair practices. She illustrates this point with a 
personal story regarding a teacher who supported a student in challenging an academic program 
and the consequences of this teacher’s support:   
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I think a big problem is they don't have like a support system, because I know like a lot of 
the teachers are afraid of losing their jobs if they support students who speak out. I know 
one of my boyfriend's teachers, like...supported a student who was questioning the 
academic program and how it related to AP and core classes and the teacher got punished 
and got her AP classes taken away from her because she supported the student. And it 
made no sense because she was a civics teacher. You're expecting her to teach civics but 
she gets punished for supporting a student? 
 
Participant 8 calls out the hypocrisy of this situation, noting the irony of an AP civics teacher 
having AP courses relinquished as a result of advocating on behalf of a student.  
Distrust between youth and adults. Distrust between youth and adults was identified by 
youth as an additional barrier in preventing equitable power-sharing. Within the context of the 
community, Participant 1 describes that he does not feel youth are equals to adults in this 
community because he feels that most people hold the opinion of "kids are kids" and "adults are 
adults" meaning adults show allegiance to adults and kids show allegiance to kids. When 
answering if youth are seen as equals to adults within the community, Participant 1 states: 
Probably not. Because at the end of the day, I feel like most people are like, “Kids are 
kids, adults are adults, their opinions matter, but they're not at the stage where they can 
handle that responsibility yet.” So, at the end of the day, everybody's always going to feel 
like they're the most important person because you always look out for number one. To 
them number one is them, to us number one is us. 
 
When answering the same question, Participant 6 offers: 
 
It feels like it's a perception of how the grownups actually interact with the students, or 
not even just with the high schoolers, but with everyone. If you go up to a three year old 
and you start screaming at them, they're obviously going to feel like they're not the same, 
whereas if you got up to a three year old and you start playing dolls with them, and you 
start just trying to play with them or interacting with them, they're going to be like, "I like 
that person. They're really nice." Even though they're going to know that you can be 
mean to them, or tell them, "Go to your room" and they'll have to listen, in that moment, 
they don't feel like that because they're like, "That person's nice and I trust that person." I 
feel like it's the same with a high schooler because they're kind of naïve. Because we're 
young. I know some are more mature, but some people are kind of naïve on who to trust. 
They either don't trust anyone, or they trust everyone, and they don't trust the right people 
sometimes. So, I feel like that has a big importance. So, if you trust the wrong adult, then 
they could really hurt you just because they're an adult. 
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In this statement, Participant 6 describes that equality with adults is not always a spoken value 
but is often communicated in the way that adults treat youth. She describes that respectful, kind 
treatment results in relationships that feel more equitable and trusting. She describes that trust is 
important and built through these types of positive interactions, identifying these factors as 
facilitators of youth voice.  
Participant 4 shares a personal experience which demonstrates a lack of trust between 
youth and adults at her school. In recalling this story, Participant 4 expresses that youth deserve 
to “tell their side of the story” in response to disciplinary action taken at school: 
One time I was in the bathroom and they accused me of vaping and they did not even 
want to hear my story and they just told me, "Oh, you have detention or I'm going to talk 
to your mom or this and that." And I'm just like, "Whoa, hold up. I'm going to tell you my 
story because I can't be accused like this." They've done it several times to where they 
think I'm cutting class and stuff, so it's kind of a bummer. It's like, I'm going to tell you 
my side of the story because I don't deserve this. 
 
Participant 8 articulates the importance of trust between youth and adults in facilitating 
social change. She explains that teachers and administrators need to believe in kids and invest 
their time into youth who express an interest in social change so they can stand up and use their 
voice without fear of being punished or ridiculed. When asked what youth need in order to 
successfully engage in social action at school, she states:  
To have the administrators or the teachers or staff or faculty just to put that belief in the 
kids and invest their time into those kids so that they know that they're able to stand up 
and they're able to voice their opinion without the fear, I guess, of being punished or 
ridiculed. 
 
Adult attitudes within the community. Youth illustrate the various attitudes held by 
adults within the community which prohibit youth from being seen as equals. Several 
participants noted an outright unwillingness from adults in listening to youth voice. Participant 7 
posits that adults hold “judgmental” attitudes when it comes to their relationships with youth. 
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She describes that as adults get older, they tend to tune out youth voice, discrediting their 
perspectives. She expresses a desire for adults to be more open to youth ideas: 
I think they shouldn't be as judgmental, because I think the older an adult is, they're like, 
"Oh, I don't want to hear you talk. I don't want to hear your ideas." I wish they were more 
open to new ideas and stuff.  
 
Participant 3 also discusses this barrier, noting the treatment youth received from adults in 
positions of power when advocating for change in the community. When asked if youth-led 
projects can be implemented at school, she responds: 
It depends. I honestly don't know. I would do it but I'd be scared because I feel like they 
wouldn't really care. You know? If we reach out to somebody like the mayor, I feel like 
they'll think about it, but will they actually do it? 
 
She connects adults’ subservience in listening to youth voice to a lack of caring about youth and 
their desire to improve schools and communities. Participant 6 contributes to these beliefs, 
explaining that negative perceptions of youth and their abilities limit them in their equality. 
When asked if she feels if youth are seen as equals to adults in the community, she states: 
No. Because I think it has to go back to the thing that they're...“We're older and so 
where... we know more than you.” And then when you show up with all this random 
knowledge from your point of view and they’re like, “We don't care. That's not important 
to this.” But then you're like, “Yeah, but if you see it this way…” and then they're like, 
“No.” 
 
In this statement, Participant 6 explains that adults often place value on knowledge and 
experience which is commonly associated with older age.   
Adult attitudes at school. Beyond the community, youth identify teacher attitudes as a 
barrier to establishing equitable power between youth and adults within schools. When asked if 
she feels she has the capacity to make change in her school, Participant 4 states, “In school, I 
don’t. No, I really don’t think so.” She expands on this statement, describing that adults at school 
do not demonstrate attitudes which encourage student engagement in social change initiatives: 
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“Because it's like our school doesn't really hear what we say most of the time, so it's going to be 
hard to do that.” She continues these thoughts, expressing the belief that it is possible for youth 
to feel like equals to school professionals, but identifies that this is a major struggle. She 
attributes this struggle to the different mindset between teachers and students, describing that at 
times these attitudes contrast. When asked about the possibility of high schoolers feeling like 
equals to adults at school, Participant 4 responds: 
I think it is possible. I think that's just one of the struggles that there is, too. Because a lot 
of teenagers right now and stuff, people our age, millennials and all that, they think 
differently. They have a whole different mindset about certain things, and compared to 
the teachers and all that, they have the complete opposite as well. I think that's why 
they're struggling and it clashes. 
 
Participant 8 also endorses the belief that students are not seen as equals to adults at 
school. She explains that adults prioritize their own concerns over that of youth, citing being too 
busy to listen to students and discounting youth concerns. When asked if she believes students 
and teachers are equals at school, Participant 8 explains: 
No because adults think too highly of themselves sometimes in school. Especially a lot of 
the administrators just think like, "Well, I'm too busy. I don't have time to listen to you." 
And then the students have real problems that need to be heard and they just don't care. 
  
Participant 1 expresses that teachers and school administrators soliciting youth voice 
communicates that students are an important and necessary part of creating change at school. He 
expresses that the attitudes of school personnel can vary, which can impact a student's ability to 
speak up for change: 
People like our principal who's leaving, man, he would be more likely to be like, “Hey, if 
there's something wrong, you need to speak up.” And there are several faculty members 
who are like, “If something's wrong, you need to speak up.” But knowing some people, 




When asked about the connection between student disengagement and adult’s perceptions of 
equality with youth, Participant 1 further illustrates the belief that treating students as equals 
would promote a greater sense of belonging. When asked about the potential outcomes of adults 
respecting students at school, he states: 
I feel you would give them [youth] more sense of belonging. Hey, maybe this is more 
important and stuff. Because like, there is this substitute [name], and for a lot of people 
including me, she's been a sub since elementary level, so we've known her for years and 
years. And she's the sweetest thing ever, and she'll always talk to you nice, she's always 
treated you with respect, she'll do a little jab at you, but you know it's in a friendly way. 
She's a genuinely good person. So, a dean will walk by and will be like, “Take your 
hoodie off”, and somebody will be like, “Yeah, whatever” and then they'll put it right 
back on. But [substitute] will be like, “Hey, can you take your sweater off baby?” And 
then, “Little honey” or something like that. And they will be like, “Sure thing, 
[substitute].” And then even the worst kids will do it because it’s…she’s treated you with 
respect, she’s been kind to you even when you weren’t the nicest. And it’s like having a 
second mother at the school I can say. It’s like having a friend as an adult who’s really 
sweet to you for no reason. 
 
In this statement, Participant 1 provides an example of how positive teacher attitudes towards 
students can influence youth’s feelings of equity with adults in school settings resulting in 
mutual respect between these parties. 
Adults “hearing” but not “listening” to youth. Youth identified an important 
distinction between adults “hearing” youth and actually “listening” to and meaningfully 
considering youth perspective, describing the former as a barrier to equitable power-sharing. In 
describing this barrier, Participant 6 states that adults simply don’t listen to youth voice. She 
emphasizes this point in a way which illustrates the difference between hearing and truly 
listening. She expresses her feelings that adults cast youth voice to the side, valuing age and 
experience when considering voices that are heard and those which are not. When asked how 
adults could do a better job of listening to youth voice, Participant 6 responds: 
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Plain by listening. I mean, I feel they don’t hear and they don’t listen. And I told my 
mom…I don’t even know what we were arguing about. We were arguing about 
something and I was like, “Ma, you’re not hearing that.” I was like, “You’re not listening 
to me.” And she’s like, “Yes I am.” I’m like, “No, you’re hearing me. You’re not 
listening to me.” And she was like, “I feel like since they’re grownups, no offense. Since 
people are older than us, maybe if I’m older than you and I’m wiser than you, so what do 
we have to say, you don’t know. So I’ll be moved aside. And they’re like…they’re 
wrong. But then when they want change, they look at the young people to do it. And the 
young people are like, “We’ve been telling you guys but you no one listens.” So, I feel 
they moved people aside because they think they're in the right and maybe they're 
stubborn. Accept that maybe there should be some type of change. 
 
In sharing this statement, Participant 6 notes that the onus of change is placed on future 
generations, which is hypocritical to youth who feel as though adults do not listen.  
Participant 2 further illustrates the importance of listening to youth voice. When 
considering the belief that some students don't have the skills to be successful leaders in making 
changes at their school, he states: 
I would say school is a place to learn and branch and have creativity. So if you want them 
to just follow the rules and everything that you've set up then the students are probably 
not going to want to be there. Of course, there will be some that don't mind. But if you 
were to ask them if they can make changes, everybody would say at least something. So 
it's just like sure you've got your rules and be strict, but if you want your students to have 
a good feeling in the school and actually be proud of where they are then I'd say be more 
open and get student voices. 
 
Through this statement Participant 2 expresses that in order for students to have positive feelings 
about school they need to be heard and know their voices matter. Support from school personnel 
who listen to youth voice is also noted by Participant 5, who feels that adults do elicit youth 
voice but should be more readily available to youth to show consideration and concern to these 
opinions. When asked how adults could do a better job of listening to youth voice, she responds, 
“I'd say just being willing to listen to their students.” 
Participant 8 describes that empathetic listening is needed in order for her to feel like she 
can make change at school. She explains that beyond listening, acknowledgement of youth 
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power is necessary for empowering youth: 
I think administration that actually listens and has a heart for what kids have to say and 
like...empowering you. And having educators that like just, I guess, like know that kids 
have power instead of just thinking that they have all the power. 
 
 In considering the outcomes of adults listening to youth voice, Participant 4 posits that 
this action will increase empathy and understanding towards youth and their stories:  
I just think they need to have more experience with children, with teenagers here. I think 
they just need to talk to them more. With them understanding their stories, it can lead to 
them wanting to hear other people's stories. 
 
Absence of Critical Reflection in School Settings 
Participants cited several barriers which impede engagement in critical reflection and 
discussion regarding social injustices within school settings. These barriers are classified into 
three categories, including: (a) lack of opportunity; (b) distrust between youth and adults; and (c) 
limited adult competencies.  
Lack of opportunity. Youth express that the lack of opportunity for discussion and 
reflection poses a barrier to understanding issues pertaining to social justice. Youth identify that 
experiential learning opportunities, such as the social justice trips offered through the 
organization, encourage meaningful reflection and discussion of various sociopolitical issues. 
Participant 5 describes that these same opportunities are not provided within her school setting. 
She expresses a desire for schools to create these opportunities, stating these trips have been "a 
big eye-opener" both times in which she has participated. She recognizes that not many other 
people at her school have the opportunity to go on these trips, noting the responsibility of schools 
to simulate similar learning experiences: 
I wish the school did something like [the organization], because I think it was a really big 
eye opener, both times that I went. I wish students had the opportunity, because we're 
lucky to have that opportunity. Not a lot of people can go to a different state and go to 
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museums that people would want to go to. And I think...I wish the school offered 
something like that. 
 
Youth continue to express the importance of these trips but note financial barriers in 
being able to engage in these learning experiences at school. In responding to what barriers 
prevent his ideal school from being a reality, Participant 2 offers, “I would say just lack of 
funding, really. Because I learned a little bit more of why our school and some other schools 
have a lack of funding.” Participant 3 supports this point, expressing that due to limited financial 
means, schools cannot provide experiential learning opportunities similar to the organization. 
When asked if there is a way for schools to provide meaningful experiences to reflect in a 
manner similar to the organization, Participant 3 states: 
I actually don't think so, because even if they did you'd probably have to pay a ton of 
money for it. And here it's free, I mean you'd probably have to donate a little bit, but I 
don't think so. 
  
Participant 8 identifies that the lack of opportunity to reflect and discuss social injustices 
exists simply due to not teaching about these injustices in school settings. When answering what 
sorts of opportunities for reflection can be incorporated into school settings, she states: 
I think a big part would actually be teaching it. Because like I said before, American 
history that we learn isn't America's history. It's literally just white supremacy. It's 
whitewashed. It's like basically white people came and they saved America from the 
hands of the savage, but you never ever learn about like...Alcatraz or anything wrong that 
America did. And I think that's why there's like such a big conflict I guess between the 
newer generation and the older generation, because the older generation grew up and like 
Columbus was a hero, you know, stuff like that. And like we recognize, “No, that's not 
history.” 
 
She recounts that history as it is taught in school, is not American's true history but rather white 
supremacy. These historical inaccuracies prevent critical reflection and discussion from 
occurring in the classroom. In calling out this fact, she illustrates that conversations regarding 
social justices can be had simply by teaching factual historical events. 
153 
 
 In describing the inauthenticity of assemblies where serious topics are often discussed, 
Participant 1 identifies that time should be dedicated to discussing issues which impact students. 
He illustrates this point by sharing an example regarding measures taken by school officials to 
ensure student safety. He recounts the honest, open conversations, which prompted meaningful 
discussions: 
I feel like talking about these issues is really important. I remember we recently got a 
thing called Bluepoint at our school, and it's like one of those police button things like 
fire alarms. Because of the risks of school shooters and stuff. And it was really sad. And 
the school basically shut down for a day, and every class they talked about it, they had 
different subjects every hour to talk about so everybody throughout the day got the same 
talk. And there were really honest things about it, like what would happen, why does this 
happen. And days like that, where you really reflect upon it are super important. So, days 
when they step away from traditional education and they talk about this, and they're 
honest, so that's really important. 
 
Participant 1 identifies that the installation of these safety measures provided an opportunity for 
students and teachers to engage in meaningful conversation regarding sociopolitical issues which 
impact school communities.  
Distrust between youth and adults at school. Several youth identified that distrust 
between youth and adults, a factor which impedes equitable power-sharing in these relationships, 
also adversely affects opportunities to engage in critical reflection. When asked if she engages in 
conversations concerning social justice at school, Participant 5 states:  
No. We don't. We don't. We only have meetings here and there, like, "Oh. This is 
confidential." You can have a talk here and there, but they never really point out the 
reasons why we started to have injustice. So, I'd say there isn't any. 
 
Additionally, Participant 5 explains that conversations regarding the root cause of social 
injustices are not had at school. When these conversations do occur, they are often silenced 
under the guise of "confidentiality". She continues, explaining that these topics are frequently 
discussed at the organization. She credits this fact to the trust shared at this setting:  
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But because we have no boundaries or anyone’s being watched or anything. I feel like it’s 
just that sense of trust that’s going on. With that trust we have between the adults [at the 
organization] and youth, we’re willing to find out those reasons why. 
 
When asked to consider how school personnel can encourage these types of conversations at 
school, Participant 5 states, “Just having that trust already with their students”.  
Similarly, Participant 7 explains why conversations regarding social justice are more 
meaningful when had at the organization compared to at school. She describes that at the 
organization, everyone is engaged in the conversation, actively contributing and respecting each 
other’s opinions. When asked if she thinks issues pertaining to social justice can be discussed at 
school, Participant 7 states:  
No, I think people are scared to say something during school. If a teacher asks us 
something personal, there's maybe two people who raise their hand, but out of 26 kids. I 
think a lot of people could say more if it was more confidential. 
 
Limited adult competencies. Beyond a lack of opportunity and minimal trust, a few 
youth noted adults’ limited knowledge and overall attitudes regarding social justice pose a 
barrier to engaging in critical reflection. Participant 1 expresses that in courses which discuss 
various social justice-related topics, teachers avoid deep conversations regarding these 
conversations “for the most part”, missing opportunities to engage in meaningful conversation 
and reflection. He illustrates this point by sharing an example of a teacher who takes advantage 
of opportunities to meaningfully reflect on various social issues when they authentically arise. 
He describes that after the implementation of new safety measures at school, teachers were 
provided a script to read to students. Participant 1 shares the power in teachers going “off script” 
to meaningfully discuss these matters: 
Some of the teachers were like, like the one I mentioned earlier, [teacher name] she was 
like, “I could give you the script they gave us or I could give another speech.” And she 
was like, “To be honest, this is really shitty.” And then we had a really huge conversation 
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about it, where she went off script, and she was like, “I haven't followed this all day.” 
She's like, “We have to do like these certain things”, but she's like, “Let's have an actual 
honest talk.”  
 
He continues, describing the impact of teachers meaningfully engaging in these conversations: 
 
It felt like she was real. She wasn't just like...some robot where it's, “This is just another 
class I have to get through.” And it's like honestly, she cares, she's like, “I feel how do 
you feel about this.” 
 
Participant 8 describes that teachers may be hesitant to engage in conversations, such as 
those described by Participant 1, because they may fear sharing their beliefs and getting 
"backlash" from students. She counters this fear, describing that teachers sharing their beliefs 
will create an environment where students feel open to do the same. She expresses that teachers 
can model how to have these meaningful conversations appropriately. When asked how students 
can be provided opportunity to increase their knowledge and confidence in addressing social 
injustices, Participant 8 responds: 
I think opening those conversations, just not being afraid of talking about those things, or 
for teachers to be open to asking students like, "What do you think of this thing?" Or not 
to be so scared to share your beliefs because I know a lot of teachers think that if they 
share their beliefs, then they're going to get backlash like students are saying they're 
telling them how to think or whatever. But I think if teachers share their beliefs 
appropriately, then it will be more open for students to share their beliefs appropriately. 
 
Absence of Sociopolitical Action in Schools 
Participants identified youths’ limited understanding of social injustices as the primary 
barrier to engagement in sociopolitical action.  
Limited understanding of social injustices. Youth identified a lack of understanding 
social injustices as a barrier to youth engaging in social action to address sociopolitical issues. In 
reflecting on this barrier, Participant 5 expresses a personal lack of knowledge regarding root 
causes of social injustice stating, “Many of us don't really know the reasons why there is social 
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injustice.” When asked to identify potential solutions to this barrier, Participant 5 speaks to the 
value of social justice trips as they increase awareness: 
I feel we're so reserved in school, because we just try to keep everyone safe. It gets a little 
out of hand. I get that you're trying to keep us safe, but we're not aware of what's out 
there in the real world. Yet, they're still trying to get us prepared for the real world. So, I 
feel with the trips, that's how they show that, "This is going on. Possibly, this is 
something that you can look forward to in your future, of trying to make a change." 
 
In this statement, Participant 5 explains that opportunities to examine social injustices, such as 
these, are limited at school. Participant 5 attributes this fact to schools desiring to “keep everyone 
safe”. She concludes that the understanding of sociopolitical issues is necessary to prepare 
students for their futures.   
Participant 8 also acknowledges youths’ need for increased knowledge regarding these 
issues in order to successfully engage in social change. She states that this factor is necessary to 
inform opinions and support arguments in the face of opposing beliefs: 
But then I also think you need to have knowledge, I guess, on what your belief is. 
Obviously, if you don't know anything about gun control, then you shouldn't be 
protesting for gun control. If you don't know anything, then just leave it be because then 
it makes it worse for that cause that you're protesting for.  
 
She continues, describing that in order for youth to successfully engage in change initiatives, 
they need education regarding social action: 
I think just to have those talks so that youth are educated before they have, before they 
partake in those social actions. But then I think again just to empower youth and to let 
them know even though you're 12, 13, 16, 17, you still have...your opinions are your 
opinions. And if you believe in something so strongly, then you should stick by your 
beliefs and take action for what you believe in. Even if you're 12 years old and you think 
that global warming is your passion, then stick to it and make your voice heard to fight 
for that action. 
 
In this statement, she posits that the responsibility is for schools to provide this knowledge and 
teach youth leadership skills. She explains that schools should empower youth and instill the 
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belief that their opinion matters and that with conviction, you can take action for change you 
believe in. 
Summary 
Numerous barriers to the successful implementation of empowerment processes were 
identified across several dimensions of empowerment. While the successful implementation of 
empowerment processes, as discussed in research question one, were primarily discussed within 
the context of the organization, barriers to this implementation were most significantly cited 
within the context of schools. In discussing these barriers, youth identify potential solutions for 
overcoming these barriers. These recommendations are considered in research question three. 
Research Question Three 
Research question three sought to understand barriers identified in question two by 
asking, “In what ways can these barriers be overcome?” In speaking with youth participants, 
several recommendations to promote youth empowerment processes within the community were 
identified. These factors were related to the following dimensions of empowerment: (a) 
welcoming and safe environment; (b) meaningful participation and engagement; (c) equitable 
power-sharing between youth and adults; (d) engagement in critical reflection and discussion; 
and (e) participation in sociopolitical processes to enact change. As the majority of barriers 
identified by youth pertained to school, these recommendations largely apply to this context.  
Interpersonal Relationships to Establish Positive School Environments 
Youth identify positive interpersonal relationships with adults as a factor which 
contributes to welcoming and safe environments across schools and communities. Conversely, 
they identify negative peer relationships, particularly within the school setting, as a barrier to this 
domain of empowerment. In describing these factors which both facilitate and hinder 
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empowerment processes, respectively, youth identify recommendations for continuing to 
promote this domain of empowerment.  
School-based interpersonal relationships. When asked how teachers and other school 
staff can make school a meaningful place for all students, Participant 7 identifies: 
Talk to everyone. Because I know a lot of teachers that have favorites. So, they're like, 
"Oh, yeah." They'll be talking to certain students and they'll pick on certain students, like 
my Spanish teacher. There’s 16 kids in our class and he never picks on me. He picks the 
same people and it's like, "I'm sitting right here." 
 
When asked a similar question regarding how her school can achieve a more welcoming 
environment, Participant 5 describes the need for increased positive adult presence: 
Possibly having more adults around. Not having the securities being like, "Put your I.D. 
on" or "Put outer wear away" or anything like that. Just having the adults just walking 
around. Even simply like that. Just talking to students and not being so firm and just 
trying to have that casual relationship with the students. I feel like that would really help. 
 
Organization-based interpersonal relationships. Several youth provided 
recommendations for improving interpersonal relationships within the organization. When asked 
what adults at the organization can do to make it a more meaningful place for all youth, 
Participant 6 offers: 
I feel like they have to just have more connections with the people. I feel like if I come 
here and the people that I talk to aren't here, then I know that I can talk to one of the 
grownups, because I'm like, "I talked to you that one time, so I know if I go up to you 
right now, you'll talk to me." I feel like you have to have more connections to actually 
want to come here. 
 
When asked a similar question, Participant 5 identifies that adults can make the organization a 
welcoming environment for all by upholding and reinforcing the rules while maintaining the 
balance of power with youth: 
Possibly just like before, and just be more firm. Because they're casual, absolutely. But 
sometimes I feel like they kind of lose control. So just if they were a little more stricter, 
but at the same time not too much. 
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Diverse Learning Opportunities 
To create school environments which promote meaningful participation and engagement, 
youth identify the need for diverse learning opportunities. In describing the ways in which school 
can be more meaningful, Participant 5 states that school personnel can increase engagement by 
caring about students beyond academic work: 
Try to make it not seem so like it's school...like try to do the work and just leave. Because 
I see some are just like, "Oh, we're trying to get out of here." And just putting the facts 
and like, "Yeah you want the facts." But some stuff is just like, "Okay, I get it." But what 
else? I don't know, just having a better spirit and stuff. Like having a deeper meaning. I'm 
sure there's times when we just want to, I don't know, not be so dull. 
 
In this statement, Participant 5 illustrates the importance of bringing “spirit” to academic 
learning, explaining that teachers should draw out the “deeper meaning” in lessons rather than 
“just putting the facts.” 
Several participants expand on this point, calling out the responsibility of schools in 
teaching students leadership skills to be successful in making change within their communities. 
Participant 1 expresses that it is the job of schools to teach kids these skills to enact change. 
When asked to respond to the belief that some people don’t think students have the skills to be 
successful leaders in making changes within their schools or communities, he states: 
I say that if they think that then the school should do a better job of teaching that because 
that's their job. That's one of their main jobs. I feel like overall that is when they start out, 
yes. You're supposed to be teaching them how to be leaders, how to survive in the world. 
So, if somebody believes that, then it's kind of their own fault. 
 
Similarly, in reflecting on whether her school provides opportunities to develop leadership skills 
in a manner similar to the organization, Participant 7 offers, “Sometimes. I think certain teachers 
help ... My math teacher, he helps us a lot. He gives us advice and everything. I think it just 
depends on the teacher.” She reflects on the ways that schools could improve these opportunities 
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for youth leadership development: 
I think maybe creating a club or something. I think I would've joined a club if it was 
leadership. I think they have one for athletes, but I never really got interested in that. But 
I think if they had another club specifically for leadership training, I think that would be 
cool. 
 
Participant 7 continues these thoughts, describing that the opportunities to build and practice 
leadership skills at school are minimal and highly dependent upon teachers. She feels that 
schools could do a better job of building these leadership skills by sponsoring after-school clubs 
focused on leadership development. Participant 7 states that opportunities to learn and utilize 
these leadership skills would help youth feel comfortable expressing these qualities across 
settings: 
I wished they had more, not classes, but, like how I said before in the other interview, a 
club for leadership. I know this is a youth leadership program, but maybe they don't have 
time, maybe after school. For sure half an hour they can go talk to a teacher or something. 
 
Similar to opportunities available through the organization, youth recognize the need for 
experiential learning experiences at school. When asked to reflect on what aspects of the 
organization should be incorporated at school, Participant 3 speaks to the importance of college 
campus tours: “Probably the college campus tour. I feel like there should be more of them.” She 
expands on this point, noting that the opportunity to participate in these tours would increase 
student motivation, pushing them to earn better grades and better themselves: “Because I think 
it'll help students and motivate them into becoming better people, having better grades, and just, 
yeah.” 
Promotion of Equitable Power between Youth and Adults 
Youth provide several recommendations for promoting equitable power-sharing between 
youth and adults. These recommendations included the following: (a) establishing outlets for 
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student voice; (b) recognition of collective efficacy; and (c) need for adult allies. These 
recommendations were solely identified for improvement of equitable-power sharing within the 
context of school. 
Outlet for youth voice. Several participants describe the need for an outlet through 
which youth voice can be elevated. In describing his version of an ideal school environment, 
Participant 1 expresses the need for “streamlined processes” where students can share concerns 
with key stakeholders at school: 
I feel they need more streamlined processes. Like if you're trying to streamline processes 
where if you want to talk about something you could go to these people. Or teachers have 
meetings generally every Tuesday for us because that's where we have late starts. So, if 
there was a way for let's say, student council to take in suggestions and student council 
could be a part of those meetings potentially. Or something, that way students' voices get 
heard on not just a regular basis, but a weekly basis. 
  
He expands on this point, describing the need for regular opportunities for student voice to be 
heard and considered by teachers and administrators. He explains that his school has taken action 
towards this by soliciting student input in regard to the new principal hiring: “They've been 
doing a lot better lately. Like when they were taking input for who they thought should be the 
new principal and stuff like that.” Participant 1 continues this point, reiterating the importance of 
youth meeting regularly with key stakeholders to express various concerns: 
I feel like the thing that I said earlier with the weekly meetings with teachers, there 
should be some type of input from students and suggestions and how things could be run 
better. And that more faculty members need to be open to hearing and understanding why 
students act a certain way. 
 
Participant 3 also expresses that schools should elicit youth voice in a formal, systematic 
way. She offers an additional suggestion, expressing that student opinion could be solicited 
through surveys which inquire about youths’ ideas regarding school improvement: 
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I feel like they should have a...what's it called? Not a poll, but some sort of way of, I don't 
know, having a survey and maybe, I don't know, make every student take it at school and 
put what's a really big problem at school. 
 
Recommendations concerning formal meetings with key stakeholders and student surveys are 
also noted by Participant 2, who also calls for more formal opportunities to elicit student voice in 
school. When asked what changes are needed for student voice to be heard, he responds: 
I would say just have more teachers like get a little bit of feedback and say it back in 
meetings with other teachers. And also, just maybe at random just a little mini survey 
from the school, not from students. Well, I mean it can be from students, but a survey just 
to say how you feel about school and what you think should be done a little bit better. 
  
Participant 1 illustrates the benefits of these recommendations explaining that if students 
are provided a space to be more open and expressive, it might allow for administrators to see 
them in a different light and take their opinions more seriously: “But I feel like they're more open 
and expressive. And they'll listen to students more.”  
Collective efficacy. Several youth noted the power in collective efficacy in establishing 
themselves as equal partners to adults. Many participants expressed uncertainty in a single voice 
being able to enact change. However, they describe that support of many youth coming together 
can have a meaningful impact. Participant 3 expresses that within the community, it takes great 
effort for youth voice to be heard, noting that a group of people is necessary for this to occur. 
When asked if she feels her voice matters in this community, Participant 3 responds:  
I'm kind of in the middle. Honestly, it does take a lot, I mean, for me to say something 
because I feel like you have to be with a group of people to say how you feel about 
[community B].  
 
Participant 2 further endorses the idea of collective efficacy. When asked to respond to the belief 




Students do have a voice but you've just got to be in big numbers. Like one individual or 
two might not get anywhere but if there's enough people supporting the same idea then it 
will get somewhere and change will happen. 
 
He continues to describe the notion of collective efficacy as a necessary factor for having youth 
voice matter. When asked if his opinion matters in the community, Participant 2 states: 
Yes and no. Yes, it matters. I feel like my voice matters, but only if there's more people 
with me and we're able to actually get the image and response out there. If it's just me by 
myself, it's probably not going to do anything or get anywhere, but if there's, like my 
friends and other people that I do know and we all believe in the same thing that should 
be changed, then yes, it can be given matter. 
 
In this statement he recognizes that while students do have a voice, it is hard for this voice to be 
heard in isolation. It takes the support of many youth coming together to support the same idea 
for change to occur.  
Participant 4 also endorses the power in collective efficacy. When responding to the 
possibility of adults supporting youth in enacting change, she states, “If we got enough people to 
be on my side”, indicating her belief in the power of multiple voices coming together. Participant 
6 expands on this point by describing the benefits of having youth collectively working together 
towards change. When asked about her capacity to make change within the community, she 
explains, “By myself? No. I feel like I have to gather a group of people, and from that getting 
more support to be able to actually have change.” 
Adult allies. Youth identified the need for adult allies to support their voices being heard, 
particularly within school settings. In describing the factors needed for youth to successfully 
engage in social action at school, Participant 3 responds, “Support from teachers or adults in 
school”. She continues, explaining that beyond giving serious consideration to youth voice and 




I mean, I feel like they should put it in consideration, at least thinking of ways to help 
solve the problem. I feel like they should reach out to other people as well or more 
powerful people and just, I guess, spread awareness of what's going on in [community B]. 
 
Participant 3 expands on this idea, expressing the need for students to come together in 
identifying an adult ally to advocate on their behalf: “I feel like they [youth] would have to have 
a sponsor or an adult to help them out. I guess, have a group of students and then maybe have 
someone that's older that can advocate for them.” 
When describing the need for adult allies, Participant 6 also describes the importance of 
having support from “important people,” referring to those who hold positions of power. She 
states, “I feel like you need to gain a lot of support, but from important people. You need to have 
a face in the fight.” Further supporting this idea, Participant 4 articulates that support from allies 
would involve teachers advocating on behalf of students, bringing their concerns forth to key-
stakeholders who hold power within educational settings. When asked what teacher support for 
student causes would look like, she states: 
Teachers who actually want to do it as well. They're like, "Oh, yeah. We should form this 
and I can ask the principal or any of them," just for permission and stuff and try to 
convince them and actually have evidence to why we should do it and stuff. 
 
Beyond advocating on behalf of student voice, Participant 7 expands the definition of an 
adult ally. She identifies the need for adults who push and motivate students so that they can 
engage in empowering experiences, stating: “I wish there were more adults who would push 
students. I think certain adults know certain students’ potentials, but they don't push them to the 
max. And I wish they wouldn't be so afraid to push the students.” Participant 5 further articulates 
traits of adult allies. In challenging the belief that youth do not have the skills to be successful 
leaders, she describes what she would say to these adults who hold these beliefs: 
165 
 
There is more to know. If you always stay over here to this one side, you're not going to 
know what's beyond. You got to feel prepared to bear whatever's out there. But really, 
you're not, it's going to come for you. So, I feel like you have to be open-minded. Be 
willing to listen to other people because I feel like once...we'll never have enough 
information to really go out in the real world. You need other support. 
 
Build youth competencies. Participants identified the need for youth to develop the 
knowledge, skills, and confidence in order to be seen as equals to adults in decision-making 
processes. Participant 1 feels that youth should be granted more responsibility in having a say 
about school and community issues, noting that the skills to successfully do so ought to be taught 
as a part of the school day: 
High schoolers are nearly adults and at the end of their career, they are adults. So, in 
order to make them feel like they're ready for the outside world, they should have more 
and more responsibility, which is on the schools in teaching them. They should know 
how to bring an idea forward. They should know how to make their voices heard. They 
shouldn't just get shunned and be like, “No, you have to do this.” And then suddenly 
they're out in the real world and if you wanted something done, you have to do it for 
yourself versus high school where they would just say, “Nope.” 
 
When asked if students needed increased confidence, self-esteem, knowledge, or 
leadership skills to elevate their voices, Participant 3 responded, “I feel like all of them. Just 
sticking with what you're passionate about, too, because some people are like, ‘Oh, I'm going to 
do this’, and then they don't end up doing it.” Participant 5 supports this point with a personal 
example, describing that she needs increased knowledge and confidence to voice her opinion. 
She fears that inadequate preparation could ruin an opportunity to make change. When asked if 
she feels she can make change within her community, she responds: “If I know what I'm talking 
about. I have to have enough information to voice my opinion. Because if I make a mistake, I 
could probably just blow up my whole opportunity.” 
Participant 1 also identifies confidence as a necessary competency for youth. He believes 
that students who lack confidence might act out in a way of protest, rather than organizing to 
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have their voice heard, ultimately diminishing whatever goal they are trying to accomplish. He 
also expresses that students need the leadership skills to engage in peaceful protest in 
understanding how to work the system to achieve social action. In describing what is needed 
from youth for their voices to be heard, he states: 
More confidence and stuff like that because generally a student will just act out as a way 
of protest instead of organizing or having their voice be heard. And that diminishes 
whatever they're trying to get done because it's like, “Oh, they're going to do whatever it 
takes for this to be done so why should we listen to you?” It defeats the purpose. It's a 
peaceful protest and you need to check the boxes in order for it to be a proper protest or 
to get stuff done. So, knowing what the right way to do stuff is. So, I guess, yeah, 
leadership skills and confidence. 
 
Participant 8 echoes these sentiments in her consideration of the factors necessary for students to 
successfully engage in social action within their community. She offers that students need more 
confidence, explaining that without this confidence, efforts for change cannot be sustained, 
particularly when confronted by those with opposing viewpoints. She notes that confidence is 
important for “staying with beliefs” despite hardships or opposition: 
I think confidence would be a big one because if you're not confident in your belief 
enough to stand for it, even though obviously you have, not controversial, but if you have 
a more political leaning belief, there's the opposite parties obviously going to attack you. 
You need to have the confidence to just stick by your belief and no matter what they say, 
you know what you think is right or wrong. And if that's what you truly believe in, just to 
stay with that belief, not to fall or cater down to what they think of. 
 
Participant 6 describes a similar phenomenon. After expressing the desire youth feel to 
“do something big to cause attention” to their concerns, she was asked if youth have the 
confidence, self-esteem, and leadership skills to effectively voice these concerns. She responded: 
I feel some of them do. Most of them don't. They're not really...they're not really pushed 
to do something with the...with the leadership. Yeah. I feel they're...people look at them 
and they're seen as someone, “Oh, you just have to go to school and you just have to 
graduate. And as long as you go to college and you're going to a good job, you're fine and 
you don't have to do anything else.” It's just that, “Just stick to this line, don't complain 
about what's going on. Just keep doing what you're doing.” 
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She expands, calling out the responsibility of adults in teaching youth these skills. When asked to 
respond to the belief that youth don’t have the skills to be successful leaders in making change at 
school and within their communities, she states: 
Yes, but only because the adults don't provide us that. They're saying, "You guys don't 
have the resources." Well yeah, you don't give it to us! If they gave us the resources then 
I know that there would be a lot more change, but since a lot of people don't give people 
the resources to create the change, or give them the encouragement that they could, then 
the students or the people, the young people, they get intimidated by the power of their 
voice, so then they're like, "No, if we do this, no one's going to listen to this." I feel like if 
a lot of people organized themselves, then they actually could create change. 
 
Participant 4 also identifies that students need increased confidence, self-esteem, 
leadership skills, and knowledge to have their voices heard. She acknowledges that some youth 
might have some of these skills, while others might be lacking. She notes that by connecting 
youth to the right resources, or putting them in the right "places" they, too, can develop these 
skills to be effective leaders: “There's certain people that don't have that and that others do, but 
like I said, if we put them in the right places and stuff and they will know. They will form it 
really well.” 
Participant 6 expands on these competencies, noting that youth need increased 
collaboration and organization. She illustrates this point by recalling a personal story in 
attempting to enact change at school. She describes that this attempt was unsuccessful due to a 
lack of collaboration and organization on behalf of youth. When asked what is necessary for 
youth to engage in social action at school, she states, “We need to come together but be 
organized. Because I brought back the fact that we were five kids. We weren't...despite that we 
were students that actually wanted to stand up…we weren't even prepared. So nothing changed.”  
Beyond competencies related to knowledge, skills, and confidence, Participant 8 
identifies the need for youth understanding of power differentials between themselves and adults. 
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She explains that this understanding is necessary in order to “be strategic” in elevating youth 
voice and fighting for necessary change: 
I think they have to have respect for authority because I know like we have, like they 
changed the policy for proms. We have to take shuttle buses to prom instead of driving 
limos and stuff like that and a lot of students were upset. But the students that went to the 
principal and then got the principal mad were like...very disrespectful. And they're using 
the wrong terminology and swearing at him. And you can't expect someone to respect 
your opinion when you won't respect their existence. You can't go to an authoritative 
figure who makes the decisions by being disrespectful to them. You have to have that 
level of respect. Like recognizing, “Okay, like maybe they didn't make the right choice.” 
And you don't agree with them, but you still have to respect their authority because that's 
just how the world works. You won't get your way by screaming at someone. It doesn't 
happen that way. You have to be strategic in how you plan to get your voice heard. 
 
In this statement, Participant 8 acknowledges that "you can't expect someone to respect your 
opinion when you won't respect their existence" when describing negative interactions between 
youth and adults. She notes that youth need the skills to be able to successfully navigate these 
conversations with key-stakeholders. 
Engagement in Critical Reflection 
Activity-based reflection opportunities and authentic conversations were identified by 
youth as effective ways for engaging in critical discussion and reflection of sociopolitical issues. 
In describing these activities, youth note that these reflection experiences primarily occur within 
the context of the community, particularly at the organization. In reflecting on ways in which 
conversations regarding social justice issues can be incorporated within the school setting, they 
cite their experiences with authentic conversations and activity-based reflection at the 
organization, recommending that these practices be incorporated in schools.  
Activity-based reflection opportunities. In describing the benefits of activity-based 
reflection experiences, such as the social justice trips offered through the organization, youth 
identify the need for these types of opportunities in school. Participant 1 and Participant 8 
169 
 
mention activities such as the “Privilege Walk,” describing that the conversations regarding 
social justice at the organization have involved activities such as this which help facilitate these 
conversations and reflections. Participant 8 specifically describes the value in these activities, 
noting that these experiences provide a great starting point for initiating these conversations in a 
less intimidating way, thus allowing for increased receptiveness and vulnerability from youth: 
I feel like if it's forced, it won't work. If the principal just says you have to talk about this 
this hour, then it's just going to not work. I feel it has to be truly you wanting to make that 
connection to your students. I feel like the Privilege Walk or the Race Walk is a really 
good way to get that because obviously, a bunch of teenagers is not going to want to open 
up about the time that someone's being racist to them. Because maybe they don't have the 
words to express why it was them being racist or how they felt. But when you say 
statements that they can relate to, then they're more willing to step forward or step back. 
 
She describes that these sorts of activities are important because youth don't always have the 
words to describe or express their experiences with racism and other forms of oppression. When 
given statements they can relate to, they might be more willing to talk about these experiences.  
Participant 2 also recommends more experiential learning opportunities, stating that he 
feels that these experiences should be offered in order to increase opportunities for reflection on 
various social issues: 
I'd say have more teachers offer more field trips. Because many of my teachers, I mean 
we don't really go on many field trips and it's just there's a lot of missed opportunity. Like 
especially for our history classes, there could be a lot more trips to museums even on the 
free days, so that would benefit. And also make students more involved in the summer, 
like have them go to the museums. Because I feel field trips just spark, "Hey you see that 
and see this!” 
 
Participant 4 also identifies that experiential learning, specifically the social justice trips, should 
be incorporated in schools. She explains that these experiences provide an important opportunity 
for conversation and reflection around social injustices: “In school, they should have more trips 
and talk about those kinds of stuff that we could do to help them environment in itself and how 
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to change it.” 
Increased opportunity for authentic discussion and reflection. Youth identify 
authentic discussion and reflection as necessary factors to facilitate examination of various 
sociopolitical issues. Youth stress the importance of schools incorporating conversations around 
social justice in a way that is meaningful for students. Participant 4 articulates that by having 
conversations regarding social justice at school, youth will become more aware of these issues. 
She believes that this awareness will encourage youth to take action in addressing these issues: 
“They should talk to the kids about, conversations about social justice and all that. That way 
when they have conversations about it, it can get the kids more into it and they would want to do 
it more.” 
Participant 1 explains that these meaningful conversations must replace speeches that 
happen during mass gatherings like assemblies, which are dismissed as unimportant by students. 
When asked how schools can do a better job of having important societal conversations, he 
states, “I feel if it's included in an assembly...nobody really cares about assemblies.” Participant 
5 agrees, stating that these conversations should occur in the classroom by incorporating videos 
related to current affairs: 
Not planning lessons, but just taking that time out of the academics just to try to provide 
videos or documentaries, anything in the media that has already been captured, because I 
know many of us are involved with the videos. That's how it kind of gets our attention. 
So, I feel like just removing some of the time at school with the academics we have and 
just putting time in to look at clips, anything. Because I know many of us aren't exposed 
out there where there's injustice. So, I feel we have to put, not lessons, but something that 
could just make us think of all those issues that are going on. I'd say put more videos and 
just take time of the day just to put some thought into that. 
 
Participant 8 adds to the idea of critical discussion and reflection occurring within the 
classroom. She feels that by pushing into the educational system to teach history as it actually 
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happened will result in more meaningful discussions regarding social injustices and civil rights: 
“So I think putting, like implementing that into the educational system and like I guess teaching 
more like, I don't know, like actual American history that you like just start off the discussion of 
social injustices and civil rights.” She illustrates the value of this reflection, sharing a personal 
insight learned from examining historical events: 
I'm a big history person and if you look at history, like yeah, a lot of like older people 
may change but a lot of it started within the youth and within movements, like the 
Chicano walkouts and all of that, that was like purely youth. That was just a bunch of 
high schoolers who were sick of racial injustices that decided to make a change. 
 
In this statement, she challenges the belief that youth cannot be successful leaders in enacting 
change within schools and communities, citing historical examples of successful youth change 
initiatives. 
Support for Engagement in Sociopolitical Action 
Youth identify the need for increased opportunity, awareness, and support in engaging in 
sociopolitical action within their communities. When identifying various empowerment 
processes successfully in place within the community, they describe that opportunity, awareness, 
and support are provided by the organization. In sharing their experiences in this setting, they 
provide recommendations which help support the implementation of these factors in school. 
Increased opportunity, awareness, and support. Participants express the need for 
increased awareness and opportunity of social action projects. Participant 5 expresses the desire 
for her participation in sociopolitical action. When describing the readiness of youth to accept 
these challenges within their communities, she states:   
So, we're more here and there and outside in the world. I feel like just because you don't 
have so much weight on our shoulders, we're just able to handle more challenges. And 




She describes that youth are willing to notice “what’s in between the cracks”, meaning the social 
injustices experienced, and accept the challenge to address these injustices and change 
communities.  
Several youth express the need for greater recruitment efforts on behalf of the 
organization. A similar sentiment is expressed by Participant 4, who recommends increased 
collaboration between her school and the organization in order to increase opportunity for youth 
in participating in social change efforts: 
I think putting more...going to them and giving them a presentation of...about what we do 
here and where we go and the benefit of us. I'm really happy that I'm here because, at the 
end, this is all fun and games. It's all amazing. We're helping here and there and at the 
end we still get credit for college and stuff like that. It's amazing. 
 
Participant 1 expresses a similar sentiment, suggesting that the organization could reach more 
youth through extracurricular activities hosted by the school: 
I feel like there's a lot of foot traffic in [school C]. But there's not a lot of, I don't know, 
it's really difficult to do because usually it's freshmen who join or sophomores who join 
and they just stick through until they're juniors and seniors. It's rarely ever upperclassmen 
who actually want to join. So there would have to be a way of getting them involved. So 
maybe through sports or through NHS itself, which requires service stuff. 
 
He expands this thought to include the ways in which his school can develop 
opportunities for youth participation in social change initiatives. He describes that these 
experiences should mirror the organization and be less formal than traditional schooling: 
In middle school there's a lot of after school programs where they do stuff like that, but 
high school...it's kind of more laid back, if you want this, it’s your own thing. But if they 
had more stuff like at [the organization] where it was more honest, more fun...it wasn't 
like school per se, like you didn't have to raise your hand to do stuff. You didn't have to 
be like a student, you can be more honest and open, have fun. 
 
Participant 7 also offers ways in which schools can increase opportunity. She describes that the 
most valuable aspect of service learning and social justice trips is being able to share new 
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insights with others who might not have the opportunity to participate in these experiences. She 
explains that social justice trips can be incorporated into school by offering academic courses 
and clubs which seek to develop youth leadership skills:  
I wished they had more like that [social justice trips] in schools, a club specifically for, 
"Oh, if you want to go here..." I know the GSA [Gay-Straight Alliance] goes to 
Washington and they do bills and stuff, but I wished they had more history-wise or other 
different classes. I wished they offered more trips.  
 
Youth offer ways in which schools can promote awareness of existing volunteer 
opportunities. Participant 6 expresses that schools could encourage youth participation in social 
action by providing more advertisement for various opportunities within the school and larger 
community. She provides an example of this recommendation, noting that she participated in a 
volunteer experience after becoming aware of this opportunity from a teacher: 
I feel they could give us resources. They could be, “Oh, there's going to be, there's going 
to be a march for this on this day. If anyone's interested sign up, here are a bunch of 
people that are going to go.” And I feel students would actually want to go. I know before 
I dropped out of that club at school and saw they were going to clean up [community A] 
and my teacher made a comment about it and I was like, “Oh, can I go?” And she's like,  
“Yeah”. And I was like, “Oh, okay.” And then I actually went to go clean up [community 
A]. Yeah. And I was...I felt proud. I spent most of my mornings cleaning up and then, but 
I know that if it wasn't in the club I wouldn't have gone. 
 
Participant 7 supports this idea, describing that schools could encourage increased youth 
participation in various community activities by simply posting more advertisement, such as 
fliers, around the school building: 
I wish the school would put up more fliers, because I read most of the fliers that are in the 
hallway. And usually if I'm bored or something I'll be like, "Oh, this is interesting." I 
think it would be more helpful. Because a lot of kids are always asking, "Oh, what should 
we do? We have a half day." I think schools should promote, "Oh, this is going on here. I 
think you guys should go get service hours done or just go help your community." 
 
Participant 6 expands on this point, explaining that schools could support student 
participation in social action through encouragement. She describes that this encouragement 
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involves informing students of their power, voice, and rights. Beyond informing, she expresses 
that schools should provide opportunities for students to practice these empowerment skills: 
I think if they encourage students and let them know that they still have power even if 
they're in school and let them know even though they're in school, they still have a voice 
and they still have their rights, I feel if they encourage students to practice those 
empowerment and just empower them in general and stop putting them down, I think that 
would help students take more action. 
 
Participant 6 supports this point, noting that students need more encouragement of their 
capabilities to make change. She believes that this encouragement would guide them in obtaining 
the knowledge, resources, and allies necessary for enacting social change. When asked what is 
needed from students in order for their voices to be heard, Participant 6 identifies: 
I feel like they need more encouragement, because if they had the encouragement that 
they could make the change, then that would just guide them to getting the knowledge, 
the resources, the allies. But since people don't encourage...people are just saying, "You 
can be the change. You can be the leader. Don't be a follower, lead." Yeah, but what are 
you supposed to lead if you don't...if you don't actually support them, and be like, "You 
can do whatever you put your mind to." And if you don't really show them through 
actions that they can, then it's not going to happen. 
 
Summary 
Youth identify several recommendations which will facilitate the implementation of 
several dimensions of empowerment within the context of school. These recommendations 
largely pertain to increased awareness, opportunity, competencies, and support. In identifying the 
factors which support the implementation of empowerment processes, those which impede these 
processes, and recommendations for overcoming these barriers, youth illustrate important 
implications across the six dimensions of empowerment. These implications are further 







The goal in initiating qualitative case study research is to conduct an in-depth 
examination of a bounded system utilizing an emergent design, multiple sources of data, and 
deductive data analysis to capture comprehensive accounts of the phenomenon of interest within 
the natural setting in which it occurs (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The purpose of the current case 
study was to understand youths’ experiences of empowerment processes successfully in place 
across various contexts within a community. In doing so, this study sought to answer three 
questions: (1) What empowerment processes are successfully in place within this community; (2) 
What are the current barriers to implementing youth empowerment processes; and (3) In what 
ways can these barriers be overcome? This study was framed through a youth-empowerment 
model, critical youth empowerment theory (Jennings et al., 2006). The six dimension of this 
theory include: (a) a welcoming and safe environment; (b) meaningful participation and 
engagement; (c) equitable power-sharing between youth and adults; (d) engagement in critical 
reflection on interpersonal and sociopolitical processes; (e) participation in sociopolitical 
processes to effect change; and (f) integrated individual and community-level empowerment. 
Findings from this study are presented and discussed according to each research question. 
 This study identified four key findings. First, this study found that several empowerment 
processes were enacted within the community, however these processes were not universal 
across the organization, community, and school, but rather were context specific. Expressly, all 
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dimensions of youth empowerment were identified within the context of the organization. 
Several factors which contribute to these empowerment processes were also identified within the 
context of school, however, these factors were much less prevalent and inconsistently 
implemented within this setting. Second, the contextual nature of empowerment processes 
revealed that the outcomes achieved through these processes were also context-specific. This 
finding challenges widely-held assumptions regarding empowerment outcomes as a result of 
participation in community-based empowerment programs. Third, youth’s experiences and 
participation in various dimensions of empowerment across contexts reveals that adherence and 
embodiment of white cultural norms largely dictates opportunities to participate in these 
processes. Finally, findings from this study reveal that the six dimensions of youth empowerment 
processes are hierarchical in nature. Foundational levels of empowerment are necessary in order 
for higher-level dimensions of youth empowerment processes to be successfully enacted. These 
findings are discussed in greater detail throughout this chapter along with youth-based 
recommendations for overcoming identified barriers to empowerment. Implications for school 
psychologists and future research are also discussed.  
Empowerment Processes within the Community 
The first research question sought to determine which dimensions of youth empowerment 
were successfully in place within the community. More specifically, this question aimed to 
identify the specific factors which support the implementation of empowerment processes across 
the six dimensions outlined in Jennings and colleagues (2006) conceptual model of critical youth 
empowerment. Findings from this study revealed that all six dimensions of empowerment were 
successfully in place within the community, however, these dimensions were not consistently 
implemented across all contexts within the community. More specifically, these six dimensions 
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were identified within the context of the organization. Facilitative factors which were identified 
across contexts examined include: (a) positive interpersonal relationships with adults; (b) shared 
authority between youth and adults; and (c) formal opportunities for discussion or reflection. 
 While the findings in this study determined that several empowerment processes were 
enacted within the community, particularly at the organization, youth identified that many of the 
six dimensions of empowerment were either not present or inconsistently enacted at school. 
Understanding of this phenomenon is achieved by considering the contextual factors which both 
facilitate and impede empowerment processes across settings within this community. 
Contextual Facilitators of Empowerment Processes 
Of the numerous factors which facilitate empowerment identified, the majority were 
named within the context of the organization. This finding is likely due to contextual factors 
present at the organization, which were not noted as frequently at school, if at all. Youth 
described the organization as a place which promotes a sense of acceptance, belonging, and 
autonomy. They describe their positive relationships with adults, often likening these 
relationships to “second family.” They note that these adults are able to maintain a balance of 
high expectations while continually providing unconditional support. Taken together, these 
factors establish the organization as an environment which is safe and supportive for all youth. 
These contextual factors, as described by youth, are also noted within the literature. Current 
research has identified that settings which offer opportunities for the development of positive 
interpersonal connection and build competence, confidence, and character result in increased 
positive contributions to community and larger society (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Lerner et al., 
2005). Furthermore, the literature identifies settings which promote physical and psychological 
safety, opportunities for belonging, supportive relationships with adults, appropriate structure 
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and boundaries for youth, skill development opportunities, and opportunities for efficacy and 
autonomy as those which promote positive youth development and empowerment (Benson, 
2007; Eccles & Gootman, 2002). As individuals of color, youth also acknowledge the 
organizations recognition of their individual and collective identities as an important feature 
which facilitates empowerment processes in this setting. This is supported by the literature, 
which finds that messages and discussions regarding race are integral for empowerment (Evans 
et al., 2012).  
Youth describe the culture at the organization as one in which social and political issues 
are openly discussed. These factors are recognized within the literature as important features of 
contexts which facilitate youth empowerment. This literature demonstrates that youth who 
engage in discussions regarding sociopolitical issues report higher levels of volunteering, news 
consumption, and political activism (Andolina, Jenkins, Zukin, & Keeter, 2003; Boyd, Zaff, 
Phelps, Weiner, & Lerner, 2011; Hooghe & Boonen, 2015; Kahne & Sports, 2008; McIntosh, 
Hart, & Youniss, 2007; Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2007). These discussions have been 
shown to assist youth in formulating views on sociopolitical issues and motivate civic actions in 
addressing these issues (Hess, 2009; Pancer et al., 2007; Wray-Lake & Sloper, 2016). Beyond 
discussion of sociopolitical issues, youth identify that a key feature of the organization is the 
opportunity for participation in diverse learning experiences, such as service-learning and social 
justice trips. Flanagan (2004) supports that these types of opportunities are important as they 
provide a means through which youth can develop civic skills and practice participation of these 
skills.  
The absence of these contextual factors at school, at least in a systematic sense, stifles the 
enactment of empowerment processes at school. This occurrence provides an important insight 
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in regard to the relationship between empowerment processes and outcomes. Findings from this 
study suggest that in order for empowerment processes to be successfully in place throughout the 
community, these processes must be implemented consistently across all settings which comprise 
that community. When empowering processes are not in place across settings within a 
community, the subsequent consequence is a constraint on empowerment outcomes. 
Contextual Constraints of Empowerment Outcomes 
By examining the contextual constraints which restrict dimensions of empowerment from 
being enacted consistently at school, understanding of the contextual nature of empowerment as 
an outcome is achieved. Often, literature pertaining to empowerment assumes these outcomes as 
static. It is believed that this empowerment is present within the individual as they operate 
throughout various contexts. Findings from this study would suggest that this previously held 
belief is not true. Similar to processes, empowerment outcomes are also contextual. This 
phenomenon is illustrated throughout this study but is exemplified by one youth participant in 
particular. During the implementation of the youth-led research project, Participant 1 was 
observed as a leader within the project. He consistently attended and meaningfully participated in 
research team meetings. He was the first participant to volunteer to participate in qualitative 
interviews with the researcher and actively encouraged other youth to consider sharing their 
voice in the same manner. Throughout research team meetings, he prompted critical reflection by 
sharing his perspective and pushing other youth to consider the deeper sociopolitical constructs 
underpinning issues of concern to the research team. During both individual interviews, 
Participant 1 expressed feelings of empowerment in being able to make meaningful change in his 
community. He expressed commitment to civic actions within his community and demonstrated 
a sense of social responsibility in doing so.  
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Participant 1’s experiences at the organization stood in great contrast to his experiences 
in school. He shared about his experiences in school throughout his participation in the current 
study. Participant 1 described that at school he was viewed as a “troublemaker.” He noted that he 
was “on a first name basis” with the dean, describing his frequent disciplinary run-ins with 
school administration. When asked if he felt he could make change within this setting, he 
responded negatively, describing various attitudes and structures which discouraged youth 
engagement in such endeavors at school. His contrasting experiences across these settings begs 
consideration as to how an individual such as Participant 1 be such a clear and unanimous leader 
within one setting but not in another. His and the experiences of so many other youth in this 
study make clear that outcomes of empowerment are also contextual. If the conditions that 
facilitate empowerment processes which result in empowerment outcomes are not present across 
contexts, it is hard for these outcomes to be consistently demonstrated. This finding extends 
current understanding of the connection between youth empowerment processes and outcomes 
and is identified as an area for future research as this is largely understudied within the current 
literature.  
Despite the dearth of literature examining the transferability of empowerment outcomes 
across settings, several studies demonstrate the specific contextual factors which facilitate 
empowerment processes thus promoting empowerment outcomes within school contexts. 
Zimmerman and colleagues (2018) conducted an evaluation of an after-school program which 
sought to engage middle school students in community change efforts. The results of this study 
determined that youth who participated in this program reported more psychological 
empowerment and prosocial outcomes at school than youth who did not participate. When 
discussing the outcomes demonstrated in this study, researchers note the importance of context. 
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They extend that these outcomes are relevant beyond schools given that they were achieved in a 
context similar to those in which youth empowerment programs are typically implemented. The 
contextual factors of similarity to which the researchers refer include implementation in the 
school setting where participants attended and by teachers who were employed within the school.  
Furthermore, teachers received targeted training in implementing this program and participated 
in practice and feedback sessions with the research team, helping to increase implementation 
integrity. The findings of this study suggest that the contextual nature of empowerment processes 
and outcomes might be mediated through the increased implementation of youth empowerment 
programs within the context of schools. 
The contextual nature of empowerment processes and outcomes are also highlighted by 
findings from an experimental research design implemented by Ozer and Douglas (2013). This 
study was conducted within a school setting to examine the effects of a youth participatory 
action research (YPAR) project. This study also utilized teachers who were employed by the 
school in which the study was conducted. Teachers were specifically trained for implementation 
and supported by the university team conducting the study. Youth participation in the YPAR 
program occurred as an elective course during the school day, rather than as an extracurricular 
program outside of school. Researchers note that the empowerment outcomes observed in this 
study were linked to these important contextual factors.  
While the results of the current study further conceptualize the relationship between 
empowerment processes and outcomes, it is important to recognize the limits of current research. 
Despite growing research which demonstrates the outcomes of youth empowerment programs 
within the context of schools, more research is needed to understand the ways in which 
empowerment processes and outcomes transfer across youth-serving institutions. Furthermore, 
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additional research is needed to understand the preexisting structures at place within these 
settings which may contribute to the transmission of empowerment across contexts.  
Barriers to Empowerment Processes within the Community 
Research question two sought to identify barriers which impede the successful 
implementation of the six dimensions of empowerment within the community. Findings from 
this study reveal that the primary barriers to empowerment processes were most commonly 
found in the school context. However, several barriers were identified across settings. These 
barriers include: (a) negative interpersonal relationships with peers; (b) lack of autonomy; (c) 
discrimination and stereotyping; and (d) decision-making hierarchies. Similar to research 
question one, these findings are explained through the differing contextual factors present 
throughout various settings in the community. The results from this study determined that several 
aspects of schooling impede the facilitation of various dimensions of empowerment. These 
impeding aspects are largely absent within the organization. 
Barriers to empowerment processes were predominantly identified within the school 
setting. The finding is explained by the embedded nature of school structures, which are more 
resistant to systems-change initiatives when compared to less bureaucratic settings, such as the 
organization. The epistemological underpinnings of empowerment-based theories, which intend 
to challenge structures of inequality inherent to educational systems and uproot traditional 
hierarchies, are at odds with the ways teaching and learning are structured in educational 
settings. Often, the contextual factors inherent to schools pose significant barriers to the 
enactment of these processes. Youth understand the lines which are clearly drawn between 




The contextual nature of the findings of this study signal the need for a lens through 
which these findings can be conceptualized. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory provides 
a framework through which the varying contextual factors which contribute to empowerment 
processes within the community can be examined and understood. Ecological theory identifies 
that individuals operate within systems and therefore will experience various phenomena 
differently across these systems. In regard to the current study, this theory helps illustrate the 
contextual factors of youth empowerment in relation to various environmental influences across 
school, community, and the organization. The cohesion of empowerment and ecological theories 
is demonstrated by Zimmerman, Stewart, Morrel-Samuels, Franzen, and Reischl (2011) in their 
work developing and evaluating an after-school violence prevention and community change 
curriculum for adolescents. This program was guided by both empowerment and ecological 
theories. These authors describe Bronfenbrenner’s model as a useful framework in understanding 
youth empowerment as it centers attention on the multiple contexts in which youth interact. 
Furthermore, the ecological model incorporates the role of culture and cultural identification, 
which is vital in understanding youth empowerment (Zimmerman et al., 2011). In the current 
study, youth identified micro- and macro-level contextual factors which obstructed the 
facilitation of empowerment dimensions at school. These factors are discussed below. 
Micro-Level Barriers 
Micro-level barriers are classified as those which impede the day-to-day functioning and 
interaction between individuals within various contexts in the community (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979). Within the context of school, youth describe numerous micro-levels which obstruct the 




Autonomy. One of the primary contextual features of the organization was the allowance 
for and dedication to youth autonomy. While the experience of autonomy was not perfect, as 
noted by researcher field notes during the implementation of the YPAR project, youth described 
significant feelings of autonomy within this setting particularly when compared to their feelings 
regarding a lack of autonomy at school. At school, they describe restrictions to their mobility and 
freedom, particularly in questioning and challenging practices which they perceive as unfair. 
This is illustrated by several youths’ participation in student-led change efforts, such as protests 
against dress code policies and participation in the March for Our Lives protest. These youth 
efforts are often met with punitive disciplinary consequences rather than support from 
administration. Restricted freedom within schools is a common constraint within the context of 
schools noted in the literature. Researchers Brion-Meisels and Alter (2018) identify that 
individuals who choose to initiate empowerment-based efforts within the context of schools must 
recognize and reconcile the contrasting priorities of these efforts and traditional schooling. They 
exemplify this statement, noting challenges related to youth authority in implementing a youth-
led research project within the context of schools. They note that youth often exercised authority 
by not attending school on “YPAR days.” These actions were met with disciplinary 
consequences by the school, highlighting the tensions of exercising autonomy through 
empowerment-based efforts within the context of school.  
Youth-adult relationships. Given the salience of relationships in both research and 
practice, it was not surprising that youth emphasized the role of relationships in facilitating or 
hindering youth empowerment processes across multiple contexts. This is particularly true within 
the context of school. Current literature identifies that positive relationships between youth and 
teachers are characterized as having open communication and high levels of warmth and support, 
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leading to increased trust between these two parties (Drugli, 2013). Furthermore, these 
relationships can help mitigate the negative implications associated with peer victimization 
(Sulkowski & Lazarus, 2017), a barrier to empowerment noted by youth within the current study. 
These findings are supported by the current research in which youth identify these traits as 
important in relationships with adults across school and community contexts. While youth noted 
positive interpersonal relationships with teachers as a facilitator empowerment processes, these 
relationships were identified as the exception as opposed to the norm within this setting. Overall, 
youth describe relationships with teachers and other school personnel as “unsupportive,” 
particularly in times of high-need. Youth express that they do not feel seen by adults at school. 
Their individual and collective identities are not acknowledged, which leads to feelings of 
disconnection and discouragement. These accounts are supported by the literature, which 
documents that within the context of schools, negative youth-adult relationships can lead to 
feelings of isolation and disconnection for youth (Maulana, Opdenakker, & Bosker, 2013). 
The importance of relationships in facilitating empowerment processes are noted by 
researchers Brion-Meisels and Alter (2018), who describe the act of nurturing relationships 
within the context of school during the implementation of a youth-led research project as “...a 
constant balancing act” (p. 445). These researchers describe the challenges to relationship 
building with youth during the implementation of a school-based YPAR project, attributing these 
difficulties to the school context. They note that the “social location” in a school posed 
challenges to reciprocal, authentic relationships with youth. These researchers identify that the 
hierarchical structures inherent to schools increased responsibility of adults to demonstrate their 
commitment to youth researchers’ well-being, trust in their perspectives, and willingness to 
advocate for their needs.  
186 
 
Positionality. As a component of these hierarchical structures, the context of school 
reinforces assumptions about adult and youth positionalities. Youth recognition of the 
positionality of adults was noted within the current study, particularly in youth accounts of adult 
attitudes. Participants identify these attitudes often reflect the act of “listening” but not “hearing” 
youth voice. Youth explain that these positionalities prevent the dimension of equitable power-
sharing between youth and adults amongst other dimensions of empowerment. These findings 
contribute to the current literature, which identifies the contextual nature of positionality within 
school settings. Schneider and Ingram (1993) acknowledge that the positionality of an individual 
within a given context directly relates to the amount of power they hold in relation to other 
individuals or groups. This is demonstrated by findings obtained from Brion-Meisels and Alter 
(2018), who describe constraints to their efforts in implementing an empowerment-based project 
within the context of school, stating that this setting made their positionality as white women 
more salient. This positionality was relevant considering that traditionally, youth are conditioned 
to be directed by adults rather than asked to partner with them in the school context. Similarly, 
Rubin, Ayala, and Zaal (2017) describe the difficulty teachers experienced in separating from the 
role of “class leader” during the implementation of a youth-led research project, noting that 
teachers frequently found themselves “...prodding, coaxing, and reprimanding students” (p. 187). 
These researchers also note pushback from school administrators who halted youth research on 
topics deemed “too sensitive” (p. 187).  
Decision-making hierarchies. As mentioned, adult positionalities are an extension of the 
larger hierarchical structures inherent within traditional schooling and within larger society. 
Youth identified decision-making hierarchies as a significant barrier to youth empowerment 
processes across school and community contexts. Within the larger community, youth describe 
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various change efforts in which they have participated, noting that adults often undermine these 
efforts by pushing off meetings with youth and ignoring communication attempts. Beyond the 
community, youth in this study expressed the weight of decision-making hierarchies, which often 
stifle youth voice at school. Participants described the difficulty in having their voice heard, 
citing the bureaucratic barriers experienced in attempting to make change. These findings 
contribute to a small literature base, which extends understanding of the contextual nature of 
empowerment processes. 
The current literature identifies that youth empowerment processes can be difficult to 
implement in institutions where roles and hierarchies are strictly defined, such as schools (Rubin 
et al., 2017). Langhout (2005) classifies these specific barriers as “embedded hierarchy”, 
attributing these barriers to the historically- and culturally-embedded power relations in schools, 
which assign expertise and authority to adults. Participants in the current study note that 
embedded hierarchies not only affect youth, but also adult allies who try to advocate on behalf of 
youth, noting that these actions can result in punitive consequences for adults. Langhout and 
Mitchell (2008) support this finding, explaining that the power and autonomy of teachers is 
situational, positioned within an embedded system of structures and norms. Youth in the present 
study hypothesized that teachers might experience fear or resistance in discussing politically-
sensitive topics within the classroom. Kohfeldt and colleagues (2011) support this assumption, 
identifying that teachers in some school contexts may be reluctant to take on controversial or 
critical topics, particularly those which call into question particular norms associated with school 
learning or the distributions of resources. The consequences of these actions are demonstrated by 
youth in this study, who convey one teacher’s efforts in advocating for students being met with 
relinquishment of teaching higher-level academic courses. These consequences, as demonstrated 
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by youth in this study and within the literature, may make school personnel more hesitant to 
support student reform efforts to the distribution of resources in school (Oakes, Welner, 
Yonezawa, & Allen, 2005). This is particularly true when considering some teachers’ reluctance 
to introduce controversial topics, such as racism, for fear of saying the wrong thing or fear of 
criticism from colleagues in “indoctrinating” students to a particular viewpoint (Kirshner, 2015). 
This finding in the literature was also expressed by youth in the current study, who identify the 
fear teachers experience in discussing and reflecting various sociopolitical issues. Often, these 
conversations regarding social justice do not have immediate connections to content standards, 
further decreasing the likelihood issues of power and privilege are discussed within the 
classroom (Kornbluh et al., 2015).  
As explained in previous chapters, the original aims of this study were to conduct a 
youth-participatory action research project within a school setting in order to examine the 
process of empowerment as it is enacted in schools. The researcher’s recruitment efforts were 
met with significant skepticism and fear in direct work with students who would be addressing 
social justice issues of relevance with the goal of changing these practices within the school 
setting. Time and again, school administrators made clear that research topics concerning power 
and privilege were not welcomed, deeming them “too political.” This barriers to recruitment 
within the current study contributes to a literature base which documents the halting or denial of 
youth-participatory research projects within school settings. Kornbluh and colleagues (2015) 
identify that change to unfair or unjust practices in schools if often met with significant 
resistance, particularly in settings where the political climate is not supportive of the discussion 
and examination of issues pertaining to social justice or education equity. A highly publicized 
example is seen in Tucson, Arizona’s Mexican-American Studies Program, a social-justice 
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oriented YPAR program. This program was shut-down by the Arizona Commissioner of 
Education over claims this program promoted “un-American” ideals (Orozco, 2012, p. 48). 
Rubin and colleagues (2017) share the barriers experienced in implementing a youth-led research 
project within a school setting. These researchers note that school administrators limited, and in 
some cases halted, youth research inquiries which were deemed too political. The youth in this 
project noted the irony in these circumstances, calling out the intentions of YPAR in researching 
issues of relevance to youth but largely being directed and influenced by administration (Rubin 
et al., 2017). Similarly, youth within the current study note the irony in schools valuing youth 
empowerment and leadership development yet failing to provide the education or support 
necessary to engage in these processes, or worse, punishing it when it occurs.  
Macro-Level Barriers 
Macro-level barriers are those which refer to the cultural context that shapes norms, 
values, beliefs, and behavior patterns (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). While several macro-level barriers 
impacted the ways in which empowerment processes were enacted across various settings within 
the community, the most significant of these pertained to sociocultural norms. In recounting their 
experiences with racism and discrimination, youth reveal how embodying white cultural norms 
is required to engage in various dimensions of empowerment.  
Sociocultural norms of empowerment. Youth participants convey their experiences of 
racism and discrimination across several contexts within the community. Youth describe the 
broad acceptance and belonging within the community, particularly from the cultural identity of 
being Latinx. Furthermore, they acknowledge the respect for diversity present at the 
organization. This respect is acknowledged in many ways, including the hiring of staff of color 
and the discussion of race-related issues, all of which youth deem as authentic and reflective of 
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the values of the organization. Despite this acceptance, several youth noted experiences of 
racism and discrimination within the larger community. Youth describe how individuals who 
dress in a particular manner are judged based on this behavior, often having their “goodness” as 
a person judged in relation to their outward appearance. Youth further describe the 
discrimination shown toward particular community members, expressing that those with names 
that are not of Anglo descent experience less opportunity. In describing various organizing 
efforts, youth recount that police often target Black youth, assuming that these individuals are 
not from the community. These experiences communicate that deviation from white, Anglo-
based norms is met with discrimination.  
As youth depict their experiences with discrimination, they reveal one of the most 
significant findings of this study, which extends beyond any specific dimension of 
empowerment. This finding expands current understanding of the dimensions of empowerment 
in a way that has not previously been examined within the context of critical youth 
empowerment. This finding challenges researchers and practitioners alike to consider which 
youth are extended opportunities to engage in empowering processes and what “invisible rules” 
exist for their participation. By discussing their experiences, youth illustrate the notion that 
youth, particularly youth of color, must abide by white cultural norms in order to engage in 
empowerment processes, particularly at school. This is illustrated in youth accounts of whose 
voice is elevated and whose is stifled.  
School structures, which are developed on white cultural norms, are in place to sustain 
ideals of control and containment. Several youth illustrate this phenomenon when describing 
their experiences at school. One participant mentions how her outspoken personality is cast as 
disruptive at school. She explains that she compensates for this by muting herself in this context 
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and showing her “true colors” at the organization, where she is empowered to freely express 
herself. Several other youth describe how ideals of control and containment are demonstrated 
when establishing “mutual” respect with adults at school. In conveying these experiences, youth 
reveal that abiding by white cultural norms is a necessary foundation for the transmission of 
respect between youth and adults within the context of school. The notion that schools are 
institutions which reproduce and reinforce dominant power structures is not unfamiliar 
(Bourdieu, 1986; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Freire, 1970; Valenzuela, 1999), nor is the notion that 
these institutions rely on conformity, control, and containment of students (Freire, 1970; 
Shalaby, 2017; Tuck, 2012).  
As an example, one way in which schools reproduce and reinforce these power structures 
is through curricula. Eisner (1985) posits that three types of curricula exist within educational 
settings, including explicit, implicit, and null. The explicit curriculum refers to the deliberate, 
conscious, and intentional efforts in teaching various topics. This type of curriculum refers to 
what is actually presented within classrooms and is often associated with academic content and 
the teaching methods and strategies through which this content is presented. Implicit curriculum 
refers to the factors which influence teaching and learning. This type of curriculum is commonly 
referred to as the hidden curriculum, as the impact of this curriculum often goes unnoticed. The 
null curriculum refers to what is not taught in educational settings. This curriculum can be the 
most difficult to identify as this curriculum is done through omitting and excluding certain 
contents, people, and events (Kim-Cragg, 2019).  
Several participants in the current study described the inadequacy of current high school 
curricula, specifically noting the historical inaccuracy. In these statements, youth reveal their 
understanding of the relationship between explicit curricula and hidden curricula, calling out the 
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ways in which these factors promote white supremacy. Youth demonstrate an understanding of 
the hidden curricula, explaining their knowledge and awareness that ideals of white cultural 
norms are expressed through this means. They connect this to the overall structure of traditional 
schooling, identifying the discrepancies between what they are taught and the reality of their 
experiences. This finding identifies the contextual barriers which not only inhibit the promotion 
of youth empowerment but further sustain oppressive ideals about youth of color and their 
abilities and contributions to society. Curriculum is a structural feature of traditional schooling. 
Youth identify that schools must be ready to address this foundational aspect of schooling by 
acknowledging the ways in which features such as curriculum perpetuate inequality. Youth 
empowerment processes cannot be expected to be implemented when core aspects of schooling, 
such as curriculum, promote ideals of white supremacy. Only when schools reconcile these facts 
can they be contexts in which empowerment processes are consistently implemented with 
integrity.  
Youth of color develop a sense of civic engagement within the context of discrimination 
and oppression related to racism (Ginwright, 2011; Watts & Flanagan, 2007). A key gap in the 
current knowledge base concerns what youth empowerment means and looks like from the views 
of youth, particularly, youth of color. The current study helps address this gap. Seven out of the 
eight youth participants in this study identified with a minoritized racial identity group. By 
sharing their experiences across various contexts within this community, they illustrate the ways 
in which minoritized youth must embody norms of whiteness in order for their voice to be 
considered, particularly within the context of school. Participants reveal that youth of color 
cannot fully participate in empowerment processes when the foundation of these experiences are 
contingent upon adherence and conformity to oppressive systems. Youth of color can expect to 
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engage in empowerment experiences to the same degree as their white peers only when the 
underlying systems of oppression which promote and sustain unequal treatment of these youth 
are acknowledged and swift, serious action is taken to address these systems. While the current 
study helps to address this gap, more research is needed to understand the unique experiences 
and perspectives of Black, Latinx, and other youth of color with youth empowerment processes 
and outcomes.  
Hierarchical Nature of Empowerment Dimensions 
Another significant finding is support for the conceptualization of the six dimensions of 
youth empowerment as a hierarchical structure. Findings from this study demonstrated that each 
of these dimensions are necessary for the transmission of youth empowerment, however, these 
dimensions in isolation are insufficient for achieving these outcomes. This notion extends current 
conceptualizations of critical youth empowerment theory. Jennings and colleagues (2006) note 
that several dimensions are “intricately enmeshed” with other dimensions of this conceptual 
theory, particularly dimensions of meaningful participation and engagement and equitable 
power-sharing between youth and adults (p. 44). Insights from youth suggest that these domains 
are hierarchical, wherein foundational dimensions, such as a welcoming and safe environment; 
meaningful participation and engagement; and equitable power-sharing between youth and adults 
must be successfully established before higher-level dimensions can be effectively implemented.  
This conceptual consideration was realized by youth in sharing their experiences with 
higher level dimensions, such as opportunities for critical reflection, participation in 
sociopolitical action, and individual and collective empowerment. The most common illustration 
of the hierarchical structure of the dimensions of critical youth empowerment theory is provided 
in youths’ identification of barriers and recommendations within each dimension. Youth often 
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cited insufficiencies within foundational dimensions (e.g., welcoming, safe environment; 
meaningful participation and engagement; equitable power-sharing between youth and adults) as 
barriers to or recommendations for the successful implementation of higher-level dimensions 
(e.g., engagement in critical reflection on individual and sociopolitical processes, participation in 
sociopolitical processes in order to effect change; integrated individual and community-level 
empowerment). The hierarchical nature of the dimensions of empowerment are not only 
endorsed by youth within this study. In describing the tensions between relationship-building and 
productivity during the implementation of a YPAR project, Brion-Meisels and Alter (2018) note 
that relational pulls, including youths’ expression of frustrations and expectations for adults to 
address various needs had spillover effects on the research team. These needs often took 
precedence over engagement in planned activities. These researchers share that efforts in 
creating, maintaining, and healing relationships detracted from the team’s ability to engage in the 
research process, providing support that higher-level dimensions cannot be engaged until the 
foundational dimensions are solidly and consistently enacted. More research is needed to 
specifically examine the hierarchical structure empowerment processes through the lens of 
critical youth empowerment theory.  
Recommendations to Promote Empowerment Processes 
 The final aim of this study was to identify recommendations for promoting youth 
empowerment processes throughout the community. Youth describe several ways in which youth 
empowerment processes can be implemented across the community, primarily noting specific 
recommendations for schools. These recommendations span across several dimensions of youth 
empowerment, but generally relate to the need for increased opportunity, awareness, and support 
in engaging in social change efforts.  
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 While far from perfect, schools are places where youth who might not otherwise have the 
opportunity can participate in empowering experiences which foster empowerment-based 
outcomes. While the contextual barriers identified in research question two are pervasive, these 
youth-identified recommendations can help promote dimensions of empowerment within school 
settings, creating more empowerment opportunities for youth. Participants in the current study 
recommend building stronger interpersonal relationships amongst youth and adults as one way in 
which barriers to empowerment can be overcome. Establishing these connections is of utmost 
importance, particularly given the hierarchical nature of the six dimensions of empowerment 
processes. Brion-Meisels and Alter (2018) discuss the tensions in building relationships between 
youth and school-based adults, citing that the priorities of these two parties can often differ. 
Youth also identify the need for diverse learning experiences, particularly within the 
context of school. Youth note that it is the responsibility of schools to provide learning 
experiences which foster critical thinking and other leadership skills necessary to be successful 
beyond high school. Recommendations for diverse learning experiences, particularly those which 
are culturally-relevant and historically accurate, are supported within the literature. Current 
research identifies that classroom instruction on civics, democracy, and related subjects can help 
foster more meaningful participation and engagement. Furthermore, as mentioned within the 
context of the organization, the current research identifies service-learning opportunities as 
experiences which allow youth to develop necessary critical thinking and leadership skills 
(Gould, 2011).  
Beyond traditional academic programming, it is important for youth and adults to 
participate in novel experiences which build trust between these two parties. As demonstrated in 
the current study, youth note a sense of distrust between youth and adults, particularly within the 
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context of school. This distrust also extends to the community. An example of novel experiences 
in which youth and adults can engage are provided by participants within the current study. 
Participant 2 illustrates novel ways in which youth and adults can interact to build trust through 
his experience in working with local police officers during a youth summit. He notes the 
“disrespectful” attitudes youth demonstrated towards police officers during this experience. The 
current literature identifies that this disrespect is often a symptom of past experiences with law 
enforcement, which are predominantly negative. These experiences contribute to a lack of 
confidence and questioning of police officer integrity (Durán, 2008; Flanagan & Vaughn, 1996). 
By engaging in novel experiences, youth and adults are presented the opportunity to challenge 
previously held beliefs regarding one another, thus paving the way for empowerment processes 
to be more successfully enacted.  
Outlet for Youth Voice 
Youth identify that if schools are serious in their goal to prepare youth to effectively 
contribute to their communities after high school, they must offer, encourage, and support 
regular opportunities for youth to take part in meaningful decision-making during high school. 
This participation extends beyond trivial participation opportunities, requiring the reexamination 
and rebuilding of structures within school settings to ensure that youth are a part of the process 
from beginning to end. Youth in the current study call for streamlined processes which regularly 
provide a platform for the amplification of youth voice. Several youth suggest regularly held 
meetings between youth and key-stakeholders within school communities where youth can 
express concerns. Sussman (2015) describes the ways in which youth-empowerment based 
programs can “institutionalize” youth voice in schools. The Student Voice Collaborative (SVC), 
an educational leadership program, provides an opportunity for youth and adults in schools 
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settings to partner in addressing educational issues. Through the development of these efforts, 
youth identified the lack of voice infrastructure in schools. In overcoming this barrier, an “action 
team” was developed, bringing students, teachers, and administrators together on a regular basis 
to discuss and exchange ideas and concerns. Youth in the SVC determined that the development 
of this structure for amplifying youth voice amplified the need for schools to sustain youth 
leadership teams that allow these individuals the opportunity to collaborate with adults in 
addressing and making change in schools.  
Inquiry-based practices, such as those enacted through the youth-participatory action 
research project at the organization, are a means through which youth voice can be highlighted. 
Implementing inquiry-based practices for student voice can help establish the structures 
necessary for the institutionalization of youth voice within school settings. The practices also 
provide youth and adults the opportunity to collaborate. Adults can model and scaffold the work, 
helping youth to build necessary skills. Adult allies can help provide support, offer critique, and 
share expertise. Participation in inquiry practices, and youth participatory action research 
especially, can create opportunities for youth and adults to collaborate, exchange viewpoints, 
explore biases, and engage in problem-solving activities (Jennings & Mills, 2009; Rubin, 2011).  
Adult Allies 
Youth participants call for the need for adult allies to support them in change-making 
endeavors. They describe the need for adult allies who elevate their voices, particularly within 
school settings. Mitra (2015) identifies that elevation of youth voice requires interactions with 
adults, therefore understanding of youth empowerment processes must include the adults with 
whom youth interact. Youth identify that inadequate preparation, combined with sociopolitical 
factors, contribute to the absence of adult allies. The current research identifies that youth and 
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adults alike need specific skill development to serve as contributing members in youth-adult 
partnerships in enacting social change, specifically within schools (Mitra, 2005; Zeldin, Camino, 
Calvert, & Ivey, 2002).  
Sussman (2015) provides additional insight into developing adult allies within the context 
of school. He describes that success in enacting change in these settings is dependent upon 
support and partnership from key-stakeholders. Findings from Ozer and colleagues (2008) 
support this finding, noting that teachers and students utilized a range of strategies to deal with 
constraints during the implementation of a YPAR project within a school. These researchers 
describe that teachers acted as a “buffer” between students and the school administration to help 
students strategically identify leverage points to utilize their power. Despite these findings, adult 
capacity building remains largely understudied within the current literature. This research is 
important because by adequately training school-based adults to be adult allies, youth can be 
supported in developing the competencies they need to be social change-agents, which youth 
recognize as another recommendation for the enactment of dimensions of empowerment in 
schools. 
Collaboration across Contexts 
Youth identified a need for increased collaboration between the organization and school 
settings. They recommend this step stating that by working together, the organization and 
schools can increase opportunity and awareness for youth to participate in sociopolitical change 
efforts. Previous research on collaboration between community-based organizations and schools 
demonstrate that these connections can support educational change efforts by sharing knowledge 
and resources between organizations (Coburn, 2005; Honig, 2004). Mitra’s (2009) work 
demonstrates that community-based organizations can share ideas within school contexts, thus 
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serving as a spark to keep focus on student voice activities and help support activities.  
Implications for School Psychological Practice 
School psychologists participate in unique training which prepares them to support 
various dimensions of empowerment within school settings. Training which emphasizes data-
based decision-making positions school psychologists as strong adult partners in initiating youth-
led research projects within schools. Furthermore, these professionals participate in training 
which emphasizes knowledge of school systems, organizations, and theory, supporting school 
psychologists as allies who can navigate the sociopolitical structures inherent to schools. 
Relatedly, school psychologists are comprehensively trained in consultation and collaboration. 
This training prepares them to support teachers in building the competencies necessary to 
support various dimensions of empowerment within school settings. Furthermore, school 
psychologists are prepared to collaborate with community-based organizations in implementing 
empowerment processes consistently across contexts. This is a particularly important role given 
the findings of the current study. Most importantly, school psychological practice emphasizes the 
role of advocacy. This role requires school psychologists to act as advocates for the rights of all 
students in educational settings, calling out their responsibility in dismantling systems of 
oppression for goals of advancing social justice. 
Implications for Future Research 
 The research regarding the process of youth empowerment is limited, highlighting a need 
for additional research which examines the process through which youth empowerment 
outcomes are achieved. While this study increased understanding of the various factors specific 
to six dimensions of youth empowerment, these findings are limited to the specific community in 
which this case study was conducted. Future research could expand understanding of the various 
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factors within these six dimensions that facilitate youth empowerment by using broader 
qualitative methodology.  
The current study revealed that many dimensions of youth empowerment were 
implemented piecemeal, if at all, within the context of school. This finding highlights the need 
for increased understanding of the empowerment process as it is enacted across multiple contexts 
within communities. Further understanding of this phenomenon, specifically regarding the 
factors which impede transferability of empowerment outcomes between various contexts, bears 
dedicated examination. Given the contextual nature of this phenomenon, a qualitative case study 
approach may be most appropriate. A follow-up study examining the transferability of skills 
learned at the organization to school would provide imperative insight regarding this barrier. 
Increased understanding of this phenomenon would assist community-based leadership 
programs, such as those at the organization, increase generalization of empowerment outcomes 
across contexts.  
More research is needed to examine the hierarchical structure of the six dimensions of 
critical youth empowerment theory. Dedicated research to understanding the ways in which 
foundational dimensions inform and support higher-level dimensions is necessary. This 
understanding will help youth empowerment programs across school and community contexts to 
structure programming in a way which supports these six dimensions of empowerment, thus 
increasing the likelihood of achieving empowerment outcomes. A qualitative case study 
comparing programs in which six dimensions are successfully implemented and those in which 
they are not would help illuminate the factors which specifically result in these outcomes, thus 
increasing understanding and future directions for youth empowerment programs.  
Arguably, the most important implication for future research concerns current 
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understanding and conceptualization of empowerment processes and how these processes 
include or are enacted for youth of color. While the current study provides some insight 
regarding this phenomenon, dedicated research is needed to understand youth of color and their 
experiences within the six dimensions of empowerment. As demonstrated in this study, 
participation in these processes often requires the embodiment of white cultural norms. Given the 
emancipatory underpinnings of youth empowerment and participatory action research theories, it 
is imperative the research include the perspectives of youth of color and how they define youth 
empowerment and their enactment in these processes.  
Limitations of the Study 
There are several limitations of this study. First, it is of importance to note that this study 
is a sole representation of one community within a large metropolitan area. Therefore, findings 
from this study cannot be generalized with total certainty to other areas due to the specific 
conditions of this study and the inherent diversity present throughout communities across the 
country. While the study may demonstrate similarities to other communities, the transferability 
to other communities is unknown. Despite this limitation, this study provides important insight to 
the strengths and barriers in implementing empowering processes present within one community, 
therefore providing meaningful contribution to the literature regarding youth empowerment. 
A second limitation to this study pertains to the concept of social desirability. Participants 
in this study were speaking to an outsider concerning their perceptions of and experiences with 
empowerment processes within the community. Interviews were held at the organization where 
the youth-led research project was implemented. Although it is assumed that all participants in 
this study offered honest, thoughtful, and complete responses to questions presented during 
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individual interviews, it is possible that participants did not provide completely candid 
information regarding their experiences, particularly within the context of the organization.  
A third limitation to this study relates to field notes. Field note data was generated by the 
researcher during the implementation of the youth-led research project, introducing the 
possibility of researcher bias. An additional limitation is the absence of an independent coder and 
auditor during the analysis of field note data. Taken together, these facts limit the thoroughness 







1. Age: ________  
 
2. What school do you currently attend? ________________________________________ 
 
3. What is your current grade? 
☐ 9th grade  
☐ 10th grade  
☐ 11th grade  
☐ 12th grade 
 
4. What is your gender? Write in any descriptions you would like to add:  
☐ Male  
☐ Female 
☐ Transgender 
☐ Other (Specify) ________ 
  
5. What is your race/ethnicity? Please check all that apply. Write in any descriptions you 
would like to add: 
☐ African American/Black 
☐ Latino/Hispanic  
☐ Caucasian/White 
☐ American Indian/Alaska Native 
☐ Asian-American/Pacific Islander 
☐ Multiracial/Multiethnic (please specify) ____________________  
☐ Other (please specify) ____________________  
 
6. What is your sexual orientation? Write in any descriptions you would like to add:  




☐ I prefer not to disclose 







I. A Welcoming and Safe Environment 
A. How would you describe your experiences as a member of this community? 
1. ...at a student at your school? 
2. ...within the [community organization]? 
3. What makes your experiences across these settings different? 
 
B. How comfortable are you being yourself within your community? 
1. ...at school? 
2. ...at [community organization]? 
 
C. Is your community accepting to all youth? 
1. If no, who not?  
2. Why? 
 
D. Is your school accepting to all students? 
1. Are staff members accepting to all students? 
2. Are students accepting to all students? 
3. If no, which students? Why? 
E. How safe do you feel in this community? 
1. ...at school? 
2. ...at [community organization]? 
F. Do you feel like you have friends within this community who care about you? 
1. ...at school? 
2. ...at [community organization]? 
3. If so, what do they do that makes you feel cared for? 
G. Do you feel like there are adults in this community who care about you? 
1. ...at school? 
2. ...at [community organization]? 
3. If so, what do they do that makes you feel cared for?  
II. Meaningful Participation and Engagement 
A. How involved are you within your community?  
1. ...at school? 
2. ...at [community organization]? 
 
B. Do you find this community a place you enjoy being? 
1. Is your school a place you enjoy being? 
2. What about school do you find to be engaging? 
3. Why is school not engaging? 
4. …[community organization]? 
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5. Why or why not? 
 
C. Do you feel that your voice/opinion matters within your community? 
1. Why or why not? 
2. In what ways is youth voice heard within your community? 
3. In what ways could adults do a better job of listening to youth? 
4. …at school? 
5. Why or why not? 
6. In what ways is student voice heard within your school? 
7. How can adults do a better job of listening to student voice? 
 
III. Equitable Power-Sharing Between Youth and Adults 




B. Are youth equals to adults within your community? 
1. Why or why not? 




D. Are students equals to adults at [school]? 
1. Why or why not? 
IV. Engagement in Critical Reflection on Interpersonal and Sociopolitical Processes 
A. Are you familiar with the term, “social justice”? 
1. Social justice reminds us that everyone deserves equal rights and 
opportunities and to be treated without prejudice. When institutions make 
decisions or act in ways that discriminate against someone because of their 
race, religion, age, gender or sexuality, provides an example of a social 
injustice. 
 
B. Do you ever talk about social justice issues within your community? 
1. ...at school? 
2. ...at [community organization]? 
3. If so, can you describe what these discussions are like? 
4. How often do these conversations occur?  
5. What topics are discussed? 
6. Who is a part of these conversations? 
7. Why do these conversations occur? In response to specific events? 
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C. In what ways has your community provided opportunities for youth to examine 
the things that contribute to social injustices?   
D. In what ways has your educational experience at [school] helped you understand 
social injustices? 
1. Has [school] ever talked about the factors that are a part of social 
injustices? 
E. Are students encouraged to examine personal biases? 
1. For example, when considering social injustices, how are students 
encouraged to consider the ways in which their identities, so who they are 
racially, socially - their gender, sexual orientation, or abilities - influence 
and/or contribute to these injustices? 
F. Can you tell me about a time that you have thought about personal biases? 
1. What prompted these thoughts? 
2. Did you think about this individually? Collectively? In class? With 
friends? 
 
V. Participation in Sociopolitical Processes in Order to Effect Change 
A. Have you ever been involved in trying to effect change within your community? 
1. ...at your school? 
2. If so, tell me more about your efforts. 
B. In what ways does your community encourage action in addressing social 
injustices?  For example, peoples’ experiences of discrimination or harassment 
based on individual characteristics such as race, gender, sexual orientation, 
ability, or other identities. 
1. If not, in what ways do you think your community could encourage youth 
to address social injustices?   
 
C. In what ways do you think your school could encourage student participation in 
social action? 
VI. Integrated Individual- and Community-Level Empowerment  
A. Are you aware of any student-led initiatives that have resulted in changes to 
unfair or unjust practices within your community? 
1. If so, can you tell me more about these initiatives? 
2. How did they develop? 
3. What was the end result? 
4. What are the reasons this project was successful? 
5. Do you think this success can be repeated? 
B. Are you aware of any student-led initiatives that have resulted in changes to 
unfair or unjust practices at your school? 
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1. If so, can you tell me more about these initiatives? 
2. How did they develop? 
3. What was the end result? 
4. What are the reasons this project was successful? 
5. Do you think this success can be repeated? 
C. What is needed in order for youth to successfully engage in social action within 
your community?  
 
D. What is needed in order for youth to successfully engage in social action at 
[school]?  
1. School factors, such as support from teachers, more freedom, a way for 
your voice to be heard?  
2. Individual factors, for example things about you as an individual, such as 
increased confidence, self-esteem, leadership skills, knowledge, etc.? 







I. A Welcoming and Safe Environment 
A. What would an ideal [community organization] be like? 
1. What prevents this ideal from being a reality? 
2. How might this ideal environment be achieved? 
B. What would an ideal school environment be like? 
1. What prevents this ideal from being reality? 
2. How might this ideal environment be achieved? 
II. Meaningful Participation and Engagement 
A. Some people would say that high schoolers should not have a say in school or 
community issues. What would you say to these people? 
 
B. What can adults at [community organization] do to make this a more meaningful 
place for all? 
 
C. What can teachers or school staff do to make your school a more meaningful 
place for all students? 
 
III. Equitable Power-Sharing Between Youth and Adults 
A. Some people would say that adults should always have more power in making 
important decisions than high schoolers. What would you say to these people? 
 
B. Do you feel like equal partners to the adults at [community organization]? 
1. Why or why not? 
 
C. Do you think it is possible for high schoolers to feel like equal partners with 
teachers and other school staff? 
1. Why or why not? 
 
IV. Engagement in Critical Reflection on Interpersonal and Sociopolitical Processes 
 
A. Tell me about your experiences on this research team. 
1. What was most valuable? 
2. What would you change? 
 
B. [Community organization] organizes service-learning trips and other activities to 
provide youth with an opportunity to think and reflect on social injustices.  
1. Have you participated in any of these experiences?  
2. If so, what things did you learn? 
3. What is the value in these experiences? Why? 
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4. How can these sorts of opportunities for reflection be incorporated in 
school settings? 
 
V. Participation in Sociopolitical Processes in Order to Effect Change  
A. Do you feel that you have the capacity to make change in your community? 
1. Why or why not? 
2. What has helped you feel this way? 
3. If not, what would be needed to help you feel this way? 
 
B. Do you feel that you have the capacity to make change in your school? 
1. Why or why not? 
2. What has helped you feel this way? 
3. If not, what would be needed to help you feel this way? 
 
C. Some people might say that schools would rather have students obey the rules 
rather than challenge things they feel are unfair. What would you say to these 
people? 
 
VI. Integrated Individual- and Community-Level Empowerment 
A. Some people might say that students don’t have the skills to be successful leaders 
in making changes in schools or their communities. Do you agree?  
1. Why or why not? 
 
B. What changes in school are needed for student voice to be heard? 
1. (e.g., support from teachers, freedom, a way for your voice to be heard) 
  
C. What is needed from students in order for their voice to be heard? 
1. (e.g.,  increased confidence, self-esteem, leadership skills, knowledge?) 
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A quien pueda interesar:  
 
Mi nombre es Carly Tindall-Biggins y actualmente estoy inscrita en el programa de psicología 
escolar en la Universidad Loyola de Chicago. Estoy trabajando para completar mi estudio de 
tesis doctoral titulado, "El menos escuchado pero más importante: Escuchando a la voz de la 
juventud para comprender el proceso de empoderamiento juvenil” bajo la supervisión de la Dra. 
Pamela Fenning. Este estudio busca examinar el proceso de empoderamiento juvenil a través de 
la implementación de un proyecto de investigación de acción participativa juvenil.  
 
Me estoy comunicando con su hijo para participar en este estudio debido a sus experiencias 
personales como miembro de la comunidad local. En el transcurso de este proyecto, los jóvenes 
participantes se unirán a un equipo de investigación en Youth Crossroads para identificar y 
examinar un tema importante dentro de su comunidad. A través de reuniones semanales del 
equipo de investigación, los investigadores juveniles identificarán un problema de relevancia 
dentro de la comunidad, seleccionarán e implementarán herramientas apropiadas para examinar 
el problema, estudiarán y analizarán los datos recopilados, compartirán resultados con los 
principales interesados dentro de la comunidad y evaluarán el avance del proyecto de 
investigación. La participación de su hijo en este estudio ayudará a los investigadores y 
profesionales de la escuela a aumentar la comprensión de las formas en que varias agencias (por 
ejemplo, escuelas, organizaciones) pueden apoyar el aprendizaje y el empoderamiento de todos 
los jóvenes.  
 
La participación de su hijo en este estudio también implicará completar un formulario 
demográfico y tres entrevistas grabadas en audio al comienzo, a la mitad y al final del proyecto. 
Toda la información compartida en el formulario y en estas entrevistas se mantendrá 
completamente confidencial. Todas las grabaciones de audio serán destruidas después de la 
finalización de este estudio. La participación de su hijo en este estudio es completamente 
voluntaria. Su hijo no será penalizado de ninguna manera si se niega a participar.  
 
Si desea obtener más información sobre el propósito o los procedimientos de este estudio, o si su 
hijo está interesado en participar, por favor no dude en comunicarse con Carly Tindall-Biggins 
(ctindall@luc.edu). Si tiene alguna pregunta adicional sobre usted y los derechos de su hijo como 
participante de la investigación, por favor no dude en llamar a la Oficina de Cumplimiento de la 
Universidad Loyola de Chicago al (773) 508-2689.  
 
Atentamente, 







To Whom It May Concern:  
 
My name is Carly Tindall-Biggins and I am currently enrolled in the school psychology program 
at Loyola University Chicago. I am working to complete my doctoral dissertation study titled, 
“Heard Least but Matter Most: Listening to Youth Voice to Understand the Process of Youth 
Empowerment” under the supervision of Dr. Pamela Fenning. This study seeks to examine the 
process of youth empowerment through the implementation of a youth participatory action 
research project.  
 
I am contacting you to participate in this study because of your personal experiences as a 
member of your local community. Over the course of this project, youth participants will join a 
research team in order to identify and examine a justice-oriented issue within their community. 
Through weekly research team meetings, youth researchers will identify an issue of relevance 
within the community, select and implement appropriate tools for examining this issue, study 
and analyze collected data, share results with key-stakeholders within the community, and 
evaluate the progress of the research project. Your participation in this study will help 
researchers and school professionals increase understanding of the ways in which various 
agencies (e.g., schools, organizations) can support the learning and empowerment of all youth.  
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You will not be penalized in any way 
should you decline to participate.  
 
If you would like more information regarding the purpose or procedures of this study, or if you 
are interested in participating, please feel free to contact Carly Tindall-Biggins 
(ctindall@luc.edu). If you have any additional questions regarding your rights as a research 
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CUESTIONARIOS Y ENTREVISTA 
 
Título del proyecto: Menos escuchado pero más importante: Escuchando a la voz de los jóvenes 
para comprender el proceso de empoderamiento juvenil  
Investigador(es): Carly Tindall-Biggins, MEd 





Se le pide a su hijo que participe en un estudio de investigación realizado por Carly Tindall-
Biggins para una disertación bajo la supervisión de la Dra. Pam Fenning en el Departamento de 
Educación de la Universidad de Loyola de Chicago. Se le pide a su hijo que participe porque 
actualmente está matriculado en la escuela secundaria y tiene experiencia personal relevante para 
el estudio. 
 
Por favor, lea este formulario detenidamente y haga cualquier pregunta que pueda tener antes de 





¿Cuál es el objetivo de este estudio? 
El propósito de este estudio es examinar el proceso de participación juvenil en experiencias de 
empoderamiento, como la investigación de acción participativa juvenil (YPAR). Como los 
principales beneficiarios de la educación, los jóvenes están en una posición única para examinar 
los problemas que los afectan dentro de sus comunidades. A pesar de esta posición única, los 
jóvenes a menudo están excluidos de los procesos de resolución de problemas y toma de 
decisiones que buscan abordar las preocupaciones dentro de estos entornos. Por lo tanto, el 
objetivo de este estudio es examinar el proceso de empoderamiento a través de la participación 
de los jóvenes en experiencias de empoderamiento (por ejemplo, YPAR). A través de esta 
participación, se puede establecer una mayor comprensión y defensa de la inclusión de la voz de 
los jóvenes en las decisiones políticas y prácticas. 
 
Este estudio se llevará a cabo en la comunidad donde vive su hijo. Los adolescentes de entre 14 y 
18 años serán reclutados para participar en un proyecto de investigación dirigido por jóvenes. A 
lo largo de este proyecto, se llevarán a cabo regularmente reuniones del equipo de investigación. 
Estas reuniones tendrán lugar durante aproximadamente 8 a 12 semanas y durarán 
aproximadamente dos horas. Durante estas reuniones, su hijo participará en un plan de estudios 
YPAR modificado desarrollado por YPAR Hub (http://yparhub.berkeley.edu). Este plan de 




tema orientado a la justicia dentro del entorno comunitario en el que vive su hijo. A través de 
reuniones semanales del equipo de investigación, los investigadores juveniles identificarán un 
tema de relevancia orientado a la justicia dentro de la comunidad, seleccionarán e implementarán 
herramientas apropiadas para examinar este tema, examinarán y analizarán los datos recopilados, 
compartirán resultados con los principales interesados dentro de la comunidad y evaluarán 








¿Qué se le pedirá a mi hijo que haga si participa en el estudio? 
Si acepta que su hijo participe en el estudio, se le pedirá que complete un cuestionario 
demográfico y tres entrevistas individuales. Los procedimientos, los propósitos y la cantidad de 
veces que se le pedirá a su hijo que complete estos procedimientos se enumeran a continuación: 
 
Procedimiento Propósito 
 Número de  
 
 administraciones       
 
Cuestionario demográfico Información de antecedentes  1x  
 
Entrevista individual 




empoderamiento    
    
 
 
Si acepta que su hijo participe en el estudio, se le pedirá que complete los siguientes 
procedimeitnos al inicio del proyecto: un cuestionario demográfico y una entrevista individual. A 
mitad del proyecto, se le pedirá a su hijo que complete una segunda entrevista individual. Al 
final del proyecto, se le pedirá a su hijo que complete una tercera y última entrevista individual. 
Los artefactos, como entradas de diario y reflexiones, generados durante las reuniones del equipo 
de investigación se recopilarán para su análisis, sin embargo, no se incluirá información de 




Se le pedirá a su hijo que complete un cuestionario demográfico. Este cuestionario hará varias 




Se realizarán tres entrevistas individuales para obtener información adicional sobre el proceso de 
empoderamiento de la juventud logrado a través del proyecto de investigación dirigido por 
jóvenes. Se le pedirá a su hijo que proporcione respuestas verbales a preguntas abiertas sobre sus 
percepciones de sus experiencias en la escuela, dentro de la comunidad y como miembro del 
equipo de investigación. Se realizará una entrevista al comienzo del proyecto de investigación. 
Se realizará una segunda entrevista a mitad del proyecto. Se realizará una tercera y última 
entrevista al finalizar el proyecto de investigación. Las entrevistas se realizarán en la comunidad 
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en un lugar privado para garantizar la confidencialidad. Las entrevistas no excederán los 60 
minutos de duración. Todas las entrevistas serán grabadas en audio para propósitos de 
transcripción. Si elige que su hijo no se grabe, todas las respuestas se grabarán en un formato 
escrito. 
 
RIESGOS Y MINIMIZACIÓN DE RIESGOS 
 
 
¿Qué riesgos enfrentará mi hijo al participar en este estudio? 
No hay riesgos previsibles involucrados en participar en este estudio más allá de los 






¿Mi hijo recibirá algún beneficio de su participación en este estudio? 
Si bien no hay un beneficio directo para su hijo de su participación en este estudio, la 
participación de su hijo hará una contribución significativa a lo que los psicólogos escolares y los 
profesionales de la educación saben sobre el proceso de oportunidades de empoderamiento 
juvenil. Ayudar a los psicólogos escolares y profesionales de la educación a comprender las 
experiencias de los jóvenes en diversos entornos ayudará a estos profesionales a convertirse en 
mejores socios para apoyar el empoderamiento de los jóvenes y crear entornos educativos y 






¿Qué pasará con la información recopilada durante este estudio? 
Toda la información recopilada sobre su hijo durante el curso de este estudio se mantendrá 
confidencial en la medida permitida por la ley. Se le pedirá a su hijo que proporcione 
información de identificación durante todo el proyecto de investigación, incluido el nombre de su 
hijo en el formulario de consentimiento. Esta información no estará vinculada a los datos 
recopilados para este estudio. A todos los cuestionarios, artefactos (p. ej., reflexiones de 
revistas) y archivos de audio de la entrevista se les asignará un código para que la identidad de su 
hijo se mantenga confidencial. Todos los cuestionarios, datos de artefactos y archivos de audio se 
almacenarán en una ubicación bloqueada, accesible solo para el investigador. Al finalizar el 
proyecto, todos los datos (por ejemplo, cuestionarios, artefactos) y archivos de audio serán 
destruidos. Debido a la naturaleza del proceso YPAR, el investigador no puede garantizar que las 
discusiones que ocurran como parte de este proceso se mantendrán confidenciales. 
 
La información obtenida a través de este estudio puede ser presentada a otros. Además, los 
resultados pueden publicarse en revistas científicas o compartirse en conferencias científicas; sin 










¿Qué sucede si decido no permitir que mi hijo participe en el estudio? 
La participación en este estudio es voluntaria. Si no desea que su hijo participe en este estudio, 
no tiene que participar. Incluso si decide permitir que su hijo(a) participe, el/ella tiene la libertad 
de no responder ninguna pregunta o retirarse en cualquier momento sin ninguna penalidad. 
 
 
CONTACTOS Y PREGUNTAS 
 
 
¿Con quién me comunico si tengo preguntas sobre este estudio? 
 
Para obtener más información sobre este estudio de investigación, por favor no dude en 
comunicarse con: 
 
Carly Tindall-Biggins, MEd 
 
Candidata al Doctorado en Psicología Escolar 
Universidad de Loyola Chicago 
 
Teléfono: (515) 297-1076 
 
Correo electrónico: ctindall@luc.edu 
 
Dra. Pam Fenning, PhD 
 
Profesora Asociada, Psicología Escolar 
111 East Pearson Street 
Water Tower Campus 
Lewis Tower Room 1138 
Universidad de Loyola Chicago 
Teléfono: (312) 915-6803 
 
Correo electrónico: pfennin@luc.edu 
 
Si tiene alguna pregunta sobre sus derechos como participante de investigación, puede 





GRABACIÓN DE AUDIO 
 
 




Está bien grabar en cinta de audio a mi hijo durante este estudio y utilizar los datos de cinta de 
audio de mi hijo en la investigación. 
 






Consentimiento de los padres/tutores: 
 
Leí o hice que me leyeran este formulario de consentimiento completo, incluidos los riesgos y 
beneficios. Me han respondido todas mis preguntas. Entiendo que puedo retirar a mi hijo del 
estudio en cualquier momento. No estoy renunciando a ningún derecho legal al firmar este 
formulario. Estoy firmando a continuación para dar mi consentimiento para que mi hijo 
participe en este estudio. Entiendo que me darán una copia de este formulario para que guarde 
en mis archivos. 
 
 












Investigador principal (o designado) 
 
Le he dado a este sujeto de investigación información sobre el estudio que es precisa y suficiente 















ADOLESCENT CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
QUESTIONNAIRES AND INTERVIEW 
 
Project Title: Heard Least but Matter Most: Listening to Youth Voice to Understand the Process 
of Youth Empowerment  
Researcher(s): Carly Tindall-Biggins, MEd  




You are being asked to take part in a research study being conducted by Carly Tindall-Biggins 
for a dissertation under the supervision of Dr. Pam Fenning in the Department of Education at 
Loyola University of Chicago. You are being asked to participate in this study because you are 
currently enrolled in high school and have personal experience within this setting. 
 
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before deciding whether to 




What is the purpose of this study? 
The purpose of this study is to examine the process of youth participation in empowerment 
experiences, such as youth participatory action research (YPAR). As the primary beneficiaries of 
education, youth are uniquely positioned to examine the issues that impact them within their 
communities. Despite this unique positionality, youth are often excluded from problem-solving 
and decision-making processes which seek to address concerns within these settings. Therefore, 
the goal of this study is to examine the process of empowerment through youth participation in 
empowering experiences (e.g., YPAR). Through this participation, further understanding and 
advocacy for the inclusion of youth voice in policy and practice decisions can be established. 
 
This study will be conducted in the community where you live. Youth aged between 14-18 will 
be recruited to participate in a youth-led research project. Throughout this project, research team 
meetings will be regularly held. These meetings will occur across approximately 15 weeks and 
last approximately two hours in duration. During these meetings, you will engage in a modified 
YPAR curriculum developed by YPAR Hub (http://yparhub.berkeley.edu). This curriculum will 
guide and support the research team in the process of identifying and examining a justice-
oriented issue within your community. Through weekly research team meetings, youth 
researchers will identify a justice-oriented issue of relevance within the community, select and 
implement appropriate tools for examining this issue, examine and analyze collected data, share 






What will I be asked to do if I participate in the study? 
If you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to complete a demographic 
questionnaire and three individual interviews. The procedures, purposes, and number of times 
you will be asked to complete these procedures are listed below:  
 
Procedure Purpose Number of Administrations 
Demographic Questionnaire Background Information 1x 
Individual Interview Understand Process of Empowerment 3x 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the following procedures 
at the beginning of the project: demographic questionnaire and an individual interview. Midway 
through the project, you will be asked to complete a second individual interview. At the 
conclusion of the project, you will be asked to complete a third and final individual interview. 
Artifacts, such as journal entries and reflections, generated during research team meetings will be 
collected for analysis, however, no identifying information will be included on these documents 
as participant numbers will be assigned. 
 
Demographic Questionnaire 
You will be asked to complete a demographic questionnaire. This questionnaire will ask various 
demographic questions in order to gain an understanding of background information relevant to 
the study.  
 
Individual Interview 
Three individual interviews will be conducted in order to gain additional insights regarding the 
process of youth empowerment achieved through the youth-led research project. You will be 
asked to provide verbal responses to open-ended questions regarding your experiences in school, 
within the community, and on the research team. One interview will be conducted at the 
beginning of the research project. A second interview will be conducted midway through the 
project. A third and final interview will be conducted at the conclusion of the research project. 
Interviews will be conducted in the community setting in a private location in order to ensure 
confidentiality. Interviews will not exceed 60 minutes in duration. All interviews will be audio 
recorded for transcription purposes. If you choose not to be recorded, all responses will be 
recorded in a written format. 
 
RISKS AND MINIMIZING RISKS 
 
What risks will my I face by participating in this study? 
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Will I receive any benefit from participation in this study? 
While there is no direct benefit to you from your participation in this study, your participation 
will make a significant contribution to what school psychologists and educational professionals 
know about the process of youth empowerment opportunities. Helping school psychologists and 
educational professionals understand youth experiences in educational settings will help these 
professionals become better partners in supporting the empowerment of youth and creating 




What will happen to the information collected during this study? 
All information collected about you during the course of this study will be kept confidential to 
the extent permitted by law. You will be asked to provide identifying information throughout the 
research project, including your name on the consent form. This information will not be linked 
to the data collected for this study. Instead, all questionnaires, artifacts (e.g., journal 
reflections) and interview audio files will be assigned a code so that your identity will be kept 
confidential. All questionnaire, artifact data, and audio files will be stored in a locked location, 
accessible only to the researcher. At the completion of the project, all data and audio files will be 
destroyed. Due to the nature of the YPAR process, which is focused on larger change at the 
school-wide level, the researcher cannot guarantee that discussions that occur as a part of this 
process will be kept confidential. 
 
Information obtained through this study may be presented to others. Additionally, results may be 





What happens if I decide not to participate in the study? 
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you do not want to be in this study, you do not have to 
participate. Even if you do choose to participate, you are free not to answer any question or to 






CONTACTS AND QUESTIONS 
 
Who do I contact for questions about this study? 
 
For more information about this research study, please feel free to contact:  
 
Carly Tindall-Biggins, MEd 
School Psychology Doctoral Candidate 
Loyola University Chicago 
Phone: (515) 297-1076 
Email: ctindall@luc.edu 
 
Dr. Pam Fenning, PhD 
Associate Professor, School Psychology 
111 East Pearson Street 
Water Tower Campus 
Lewis Tower Room 1138 
Loyola University Chicago 
Phone: (312) 915-6803 
Email: pfennin@luc.edu 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the Loyola 




Research Subject’s Consent to Audio Recording: 









Research Subject’s Consent to Participate in Research: 
I have read, or someone has read to me, this entire consent form including the risks and benefits. 
I have had all of my questions answered. I understand that I may stop participating in this study 
at any time. I understand that by signing on the line below I am agreeing to take part in this 



















Principal Investigator (or Designee) 
I have given this research subject information on the study that is accurate and sufficient for the 



















ADOLESCENT ASSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
QUESTIONNAIRES AND INTERVIEW 
 
Project Title: Heard Least but Matter Most: Listening to Youth Voice to Understand the Process 
of Youth Empowerment  
Researcher(s): Carly Tindall-Biggins, MEd  




You are being asked to take part in a research study being conducted by Carly Tindall-Biggins 
for a dissertation under the supervision of Dr. Pam Fenning in the Department of Education at 
Loyola University of Chicago. You are being asked to participate in this study because you are 
currently enrolled in high school and have personal experience within this setting. 
 
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before deciding whether to 




What is the purpose of this study? 
The purpose of this study is to examine the process of youth participation in empowerment 
experiences, such as youth participatory action research (YPAR). As the primary beneficiaries of 
education, youth are uniquely positioned to examine the issues that impact them within their 
communities. Despite this unique positionality, youth are often excluded from problem-solving 
and decision-making processes which seek to address concerns within these settings. Therefore, 
the goal of this study is to examine the process of empowerment through youth participation in 
empowering experiences (e.g., YPAR). Through this participation, further understanding and 
advocacy for the inclusion of youth voice in policy and practice decisions can be established. 
 
This study will be conducted in the community where you live. Youth aged between 14-18 will 
be recruited to participate in a youth-led research project. Throughout this project, research team 
meetings will be regularly held. These meetings will occur across approximately 15 weeks and 
last approximately two hours in duration. During these meetings, you will engage in a modified 
YPAR curriculum developed by YPAR Hub (http://yparhub.berkeley.edu). This curriculum will 
guide and support the research team in the process of identifying and examining a justice-
oriented issue within your community. Through weekly research team meetings, youth 
researchers will identify a justice-oriented issue of relevance within the community, select and 
implement appropriate tools for examining this issue, examine and analyze collected data, share 






What will I be asked to do if I participate in the study? 
If you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to complete a demographic 
questionnaire and three individual interviews. The procedures, purposes, and number of times 
you will be asked to complete these procedures are listed below:  
 
Procedure Purpose Number of Administrations 
Demographic Questionnaire Background Information 1x 
Individual Interview Understand Process of Empowerment 3x 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the following procedures 
at the beginning of the project: demographic questionnaire and an individual interview. Midway 
through the project, you will be asked to complete a second individual interview. At the 
conclusion of the project, you will be asked to complete a third and final individual interview. 
Artifacts, such as journal entries and reflections, generated during research team meetings will be 
collected for analysis, however, no identifying information will be included on these documents 
as participant numbers will be assigned.  
 
Demographic Questionnaire 
You will be asked to complete a demographic questionnaire. This questionnaire will ask various 
demographic questions in order to gain an understanding of background information relevant to 
the study.  
 
Individual Interview 
Three individual interviews will be conducted in order to gain additional insights regarding the 
process of youth empowerment achieved through the youth-led research project. You will be 
asked to provide verbal responses to open-ended questions regarding your experiences in school, 
within the community, and on the research team. One interview will be conducted at the 
beginning of the research project. A second interview will be conducted midway through the 
project. A third and final interview will be conducted at the conclusion of the research project. 
Interviews will be conducted in the community setting in a private location in order to ensure 
confidentiality. Interviews will not exceed 60 minutes in duration. All interviews will be audio 
recorded for transcription purposes. If you choose not to be recorded, all responses will be 
recorded in a written format. 
 
RISKS AND MINIMIZING RISKS 
 
What risks will my I face by participating in this study? 
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Will I receive any benefit from participation in this study? 
While there is no direct benefit to you from your participation in this study, your participation 
will make a significant contribution to what school psychologists and educational professionals 
know about the process of youth empowerment opportunities. Helping school psychologists and 
educational professionals understand youth experiences across various settings will help them 
become better partners in supporting the empowerment of youth and creating educational 




What will happen to the information collected during this study? 
All information collected about you during the course of this study will be kept confidential to 
the extent permitted by law. You will be asked to provide identifying information throughout the 
research project, including your name on the consent form. This information will not be linked 
to the data collected for this study. Instead, all questionnaires, artifacts (e.g., journal 
reflections) and interview audio files will be assigned a code so that your identity will be kept 
confidential. All questionnaire, artifact data, and audio files will be stored in a locked location, 
accessible only to the researcher. At the completion of the project, all data and audio files will be 
destroyed. Due to the nature of the YPAR process, the researcher cannot guarantee that 
discussions that occur as a part of this process will be kept confidential. 
 
Information obtained through this study may be presented to others. Additionally, results may be 





What happens if I decide not to participate in the study? 
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you do not want to be in this study, you do not have to 
participate. Even if you do choose to participate, you are free not to answer any question or to 







CONTACTS AND QUESTIONS 
 
Who do I contact for questions about this study? 
 
For more information about this research study, please feel free to contact:  
 
Carly Tindall-Biggins, MEd 
School Psychology Doctoral Candidate 
Loyola University Chicago 
Phone: (515) 297-1076 
Email: ctindall@luc.edu 
 
Dr. Pam Fenning, PhD 
Associate Professor, School Psychology 
111 East Pearson Street 
Water Tower Campus 
Lewis Tower Room 1138 
Loyola University Chicago 
Phone: (312) 915-6803 
Email: pfennin@luc.edu 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the Loyola 




Research Subject’s Assent to Audio Recording: 
It is okay to audiotape me while I am in this study and use my audiotape data in the research. 
 




Minor Research Subject’s Assent to Participate in Research: 
I have read, or someone has read to me, this entire consent form including the risks and benefits. 
I have had all of my questions answered. I understand that I may stop participating in this study 
at any time. I understand that by signing on the line below I am agreeing to take part in this 




Printed Name of Minor Subject 
 
 







Principal Investigator (or Designee) 
I have given this research subject information on the study that is accurate and sufficient for the 
subject to fully understand the nature, risks, and benefits of this study. 
 
 
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Consent     Study Role 
 
 















What is the physical environment like? 
What is the context? 
What kinds of behavior is the setting designed for? 
How is space allocated? 
What objects, resources, technologies are in the setting? 
 
Participants 
How many people are present? 
What are the roles of the people present? 
What are the relevant characteristics of the participants? 
How do the people in this setting organize themselves?  
 
Activities and Interactions 
What is going on? 
Is there a definable sequence of activities? 
How do participants interact with activity and one another? 
How are people and activities connected? 
What norms/rules structure the activities and interactions? 
When did the activity begin? 
How long does it last? 





What is the content of the conversation? 






Nonverbal communication observations: 
Physical cues: 
 





YOUTH PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH TEAM WEEKLY LESSON PLANS
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Lesson Plan 1:  Setting Ground Rules & Who Is My Community? 
____________________________________________________________ 
Adapted from Institute for Community Research's YPAR Curriculum & San Francisco Peer 
Resources; SOUL curriculum 
 
OBJECTIVES 
▪ To create a space that allows participants to feel comfortable sharing their thoughts, 
beliefs, and experiences 
▪ To visualize your group’s ideal community 
 
MATERIALS 




Setting Ground Rules Lesson Preparation 
▪ On flip chart paper, write “Community Norms” 
“Who Is My Community?” Lesson Preparation 
▪ On flip chart paper, write the following questions: (one question per paper) 
o What physical things do you see in this community? 
o How does it feel to live in this community? 
o What kinds of things happen in this community? 
o What does a typical day look like? 
o What are the strengths of this community? 
o What are the concerns within this community? 
o In my dream community… 
 
WARM-UP 
▪ Quick recap of rules for the research team (5 mins) 
o “Community norms are a set of agreed upon expectations which will help 
inform our work together as a team. Community norms are based on shared 
values, beliefs, and interests. What are the shared values, beliefs, and interests 
of this group?” 
▪ At conclusion of the discussion, ask:  







Song Lyric Activity 
▪ Pass out lyrics to various songs which highlight various community concerns 
▪ Ask youth participants to review the lyrics. 
▪ Ask youth to reflect on the following questions: 
o “What does these songs say about community?” 
o “What are the strengths of communities highlighted in these songs?” 
o “What are the concerns within communities highlighted in these songs?” 
o “Are there any songs that you can think of that speak to the strengths and/or 
concerns within your community?” 
Imagining Our Dream Community Activity 
▪ Refer students to the flip chart papers posted around the room 
▪ Divide the group (if more than 8 members)   
▪ Groups/individuals will rotate around the room to each paper  
▪ Participants can write words or images on the paper  
▪ After all the teams have rotated to each station, participants will read to the rest of the 
class what is on the flip chart paper 
 
REFLECT 
▪ Consider these questions for reflection: 
o “Were there any contrasting answers on the papers?” 
▪ “What were they?” 
o “Was it hard or easy for you to imagine a dream community?” 
o “Why is it sometimes hard to imagine something different?” 
 
SUMMARIZE 
▪ Recap the “main-takeaways” from the group discussion 
▪ Inform students of next step in the project, such as working towards identifying a 
specific issue we would like to tackle 
▪ Ask participants about any name ideas for the group 
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Lesson Plan 2:  Choosing an Issue 
____________________________________________________________ 
Adapted from Stanford University's Youth Engaged in Leadership and Learning (YELL) curriculum and 
Elections101.org Mock Caucus Simulation curriculum 
 
OBJECTIVES 
▪ Consider previously identified community issues and assets  




▪ Issues and Assets WordCloud sheets 
▪ Identifying the Issues worksheet 





▪ Divide the group into small groups of 4-5 
▪ Give each youth a piece of paper listing the issues and assets identified last week 
▪ Each group will be tasked to choose one issue from the list and write down why this 
particular issue bothers them 
▪ Each group will also choose one asset from the list and write down why they think this 




Mock Caucus Activity 
▪ See “Mock Caucus Activity Instructions” sheet for details 
 
REFLECT 
▪ “What did you think about this process for selecting an issue to research?” 
o “What did you like? What didn’t you like?” 
o “Do you think there is a better way to identify an issue?” 
o “Would it have been better/easier to identify an issue by anonymously voting?” 
▪ “Do you think it will be easy or difficult to research this issue?” 
o “What will be easy to research?” 
o “What do you anticipate will be difficult about researching this issue?” 
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o “How might we overcome these barriers?” 
▪  “What are some specific things we want to investigate about this issue?” 
▪ “How can the assets of this community we discussed earlier help us in researching this 
issue?” 
▪ “Are there any suggestions for a name for this group?” 
 
Identifying the Issues Worksheet 
 
WHO? 
Who is currently affected by this issue? 
Who would benefit by addressing this issue? 




What can be done about this issue? 
In what ways can we as a team realistically address this issue? 
What could the group’s goal be in addressing this issue? 
In what ways could the community benefit from addressing this issue? 
What more do we need to learn about this issue? 














Why is this an issue? 
Why does this issue matter? 
Why is this issue relevant? 





How can the team research this issue? 






Mock Caucus Activity Instructions 
1. Using the “Identifying the Issues” worksheet, each small group will develop a 
presentation explaining their rationale for considering a specific issue. 
 
2. Each small group will be responsible for giving a quick “pitch” as to why the issue they 
have identified should be the issue of focus for the research team. Any teams which 
have identified the same issue can join together to give this quick presentation. 
 
3. Designate a corner of the room for each identified issue.  Then, instruct youth to move 
to the corner of the room which correlates to the issue they would like to address. If a 
youth member is undecided, please have them move to the center of the room. 
 
4. Within their chosen groups, have youth members develop a 2-minute persuasive 
speech, using the “Identifying the Issues” worksheet, to influence the undecided voters 
to choose their preferred issue.  The group should also choose a spokesperson to deliver 
the two-minute address to the larger group. 
 
5. Give each issue group a maximum of 2 minutes to deliver their speech to persuade the 
undecided youth members.  If during this time the undecided youth members, or 
members from other issue groups, would like to change groups please allow them to 
move freely to another issue’s corner. 
 
6. After all groups have addressed the larger group, and all youth have chosen an issue 
please count the number of supporters for each issue and post these numbers on the 
flip chart paper. 
 
7. Calculate the percentage of the group that each issue has received. 
 
8. Once percentages have been determined for each issue, identify any issues who have 
less that the 15% needed to be considered a viable issue of concern.  Declare these 
issues not viable and instruct youth members in these groups to move to the center of 
the room. 
 
9. Youth members who voted for a non-viable candidate now have 3 options.  They can 
choose a viable issue to support, they can combine with another non-viable issue group 





10. Each viable issue group will now develop a 2-minute address in order to persuade the 
youth members from the non-viable issue groups to join their group.  Make sure to 
remind youth members to include arguments within their large group address that will 
persuade these members to join their side.  
o Hint: Have youth use their “Identification of the Issue” worksheet to point out 
similarities between their issue and the non-viable issue that the youth members 
chose before. Or point out differences between the other viable issues and the 
youth member’s non-viable issue choice. 
 
11. After every group has addressed the large group, have the youth members once again 
move to the corner of the room of their preferred candidate. 
 
12. Count the number of youth members who support each issue and record the 
information on the flip chart paper. 
 
13. Calculate the percentage of the group that supports each issue. 
 
14. Continue this process until the majority of the group has identified an issue. 
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Lesson Plan 3:  Identifying the Issues, Pt. 2 
____________________________________________________________ 
Authors: Adapted from San Francisco Peer Resources 
 
OBJECTIVES 
▪ Identify a key issue within the community to research and address 
▪ Identify a personal connection to the selected issue 
 
MATERIALS 
▪ Mock Caucus Discussion Guide 
▪ Copies of articles 




Mock Caucus Activity 
▪ See “Mock Caucus Activity Instructions” sheet for details 
Article Activity 
▪ “In order to effectively create change you must thoroughly understand the issue you are 
addressing — this requires research.  There are many ways to research.  One way is to 
start with yourself.”  
o Remind participants that “the wealth is in the room,” meaning personal 
history/experience is the best first place to start your research. 
▪ Divide the group into small groups of 4-5 youth members. Each group will be provided 
an article which highlights various individuals’ experiences with the issue chosen by the 
group. 
▪ After each group is provided an article, they will be asked to read and discuss the article 





Mock Caucus Activity 
▪ “What did you think about this process for selecting an issue to research?” 
o “What did you like? What didn’t you like?” 
o “Do you think there is a better way to identify an issue?” 
o “Would it have been better/easier to identify an issue by anonymously voting?” 
▪ “Do you think it will be easy or difficult to research this issue?” 
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o “What will be easy to research?” 
o “What do you anticipate will be difficult about researching this issue?” 
o “How might we overcome these barriers?” 
▪ “What are some specific things we want to investigate about this issue?” 
▪ “How can the assets of this community help us in researching this issue?” 
Article Activity 
▪ Summarize the story that you read. 
▪ What stood out to you in this story? 
▪ What, if any, connections can you find between this story and your own/others in this 
community? 
▪ How will our personal connections to this issue help propel this project forward? 
 
SUMMARIZE 
▪ “We are all connected to the issue chosen in some way or another. Even if this is not the 
issue that affects each of us the most, we are still all impacted by it. As we work on 
changing this issue, it is important to remember how we are all connected to it 




Lesson Plan 4:  Hypothesis Development 
____________________________________________________________ 




▪ To identify the factors that influence the chosen topic 




▪ “Factors Influencing the Issue” handout 
▪ “Hypothesis Sheet” handout 
▪ Blank paper 





Large Group Discussion 
▪ Can someone recap the process last week?  
o What issue did we identify? 
▪ What do you think is the main cause of the issue that we have identified?  
o Why do you think that is true? 
 
EXPERIENCE 
▪ Each person will individually complete the “Factors Influencing Gang Violence” handout 
focusing only on the “causes” column.  
▪ Once everyone has finished, youth will need to find other individuals who have identified 
similar “causes”. They will continue to do this until larger groups are formed. Once 
everyone is in a large group, share out various “causes” that have been identified. Tally 
these responses on large white flipchart paper. 
▪ After all responses are recorded, instruct each team to complete a “Developing 
Hypotheses” handout. When everyone is done, share results and compare answers. 
Record answers on flipchart paper. Each team will be tasked with identifying one 
hypothesis they would like to investigate. 
▪ After all teams have shared with the larger group, each team will be tasked with 
developing a 5 -question survey which will help examine the hypothesis selected. If 
similar hypotheses are established across teams, each team can be responsible for 
developing specific questions for the survey based on the similarly identified hypothesis.  
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▪ Once teams have developed their survey/survey questions, they will share out with the 
larger group. 
▪ Each team member will then be asked to administer the developed survey to at least five 




▪ Was it difficult to explain the relationship between causes and the issue? 
o Why? 
▪ From the list of causes, which do you feel are most important? 
o …most actionable? 
 










In your group, look at the issue of gang violence (dependent variable). First, come up with 
several reasons for why this issue might happen in this community. Put all of those reasons in 
the circles (independent variable) below. Then, for each one, add your hypothesis on the arrow 




Explanatory Hypothesis Dependent Variable 
(Issue) 
   
   
   
















▪ Affirm last week’s lesson on major contributors/characteristics to the decision to join a 
gang. 
▪ Identify other settings that could/should be substitutes for those characteristics. 
▪ Determine current understanding of why such settings fall short 






▪ Flipchart paper 
 
WARM-UP 
▪ Re-cap of last week’s discussion regarding what factors contribute to gang violence 
▪ Economic disadvantage 
▪ Racial inequality 
▪ Proximity 
▪ “Which of these three do you think is the biggest contributor to gang violence?” 
▪ “Do you see a relationship between these three factors?” 
▪ “How does proximity relate to economic disadvantage and racial inequality?”  
▪ “For example, does being economically disadvantaged and/or a person of color 
increase your proximity to gang violence?” 
 
EXPERIENCE 
▪ “We’ve identified that individuals sometimes seek to become involved in gangs for 
protection, inclusion, or a sense of community, or economic reasons.”  
 
▪ “Where else can people gain access to these things (e.g., protection, inclusion, 
community, economic means)?” 
▪ For example, schools, churches, families, friends, sports teams, 
extracurriculars, after-school organizations, and part-time employment 
provide access to these things. If Youth Crossroads is not mentioned, ask:  
▪ “Do you think organizations like Youth Crossroads provide access to these 
things? How so?” 
 
▪ “In order for our group to address this topic, we need a better understanding of why 
these settings, that offer the same access to these things as gangs, fall short of 
meeting the needs of youth in these ways?” 
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▪ “We agree that these settings are supposed to offer protection, support, 
inclusion, a sense of community, but we know that they don’t always. How can 
we gain a better understanding of why they sometimes fall short in providing 
these things? We need to understand why these settings don’t provide these 
things.” 
 
▪ “There is a lot of knowledge, or data, as to why these settings fall short in this room. 
Your own experiences are data which will help us answer this question.” 
 
▪ “Our goal tonight is to come up with a brief survey which will help us get this 
information from other youth in this community.” 
 
Survey Development Activity 
▪ Each youth member will be tasked with developing a 5-question survey which will help 
examine the hypothesis selected.  
▪ “Individually, develop three to five questions that help us gain insight into why 
places like schools, extra-curriculars, and youth-serving organizations fall short in 
providing protection, inclusion, community, etc. We understand that they fall 
short, but we need to identify WHY they fall short. Your goal is to develop 
questions that help us understand why these places can fail to provide these 
things.” 
o You might consider asking about their perceptions/experiences in these 
settings. For example, have they been positive or negative? 
▪ Once youth members have developed their survey questions, they will share out with the 
larger group. 
▪ Each youth member will then be asked to administer the developed survey to at least 
five individuals prior to the next research team meeting where results from all surveys 
will be shared. 
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▪ Establish understanding of truancy in relation to various schools 
▪ Gain insight into the issue of school truancy within school district 






▪ Flipchart paper 
 
WARM-UP 
▪ Discuss change in focus of research project from gang violence to truancy  
▪ Discuss youth knowledge/experiences with truancy 
 
EXPERIENCE 
▪ Look up truancy data for all high schools within school district 
▪ Compare truancy data to similar districts 
Survey Development Activity 
▪ Each youth member will be tasked with developing a 5-question survey which will help 
examine the hypothesis selected.  
▪ “Individually, develop three to five questions that help us gain insight into why 
truancy rates are so high in this community.” 
o You might consider asking about their perceptions/experiences in these 
settings. For example, have they been positive or negative? 
▪ Once youth members have developed their survey questions, they will share out with the 
larger group. 
▪ Each youth member will then be asked to administer the developed survey to at least 
five individuals prior to the next research team meeting where results from all surveys 
will be shared. 
 
REFLECT 









▪ Analyze data to increase understanding of truancy within the community 












▪ Pizza party! – Over 100 responses – WOO HOO! 
▪ Review survey responses  
 
REFLECT 
▪ What does these data mean? 
▪ What are the primary reasons for truancy? 
▪ What can we gather from these responses? 
▪ How might these responses inform our next steps? 
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▪ Identify ways in which we can remain connected during e-learning/social distancing 




▪ General check-in: “How are you doing?” 
▪ “What have your experiences been during this time of social distancing?” 
▪ “What has been going well?” 
▪ “What has been a struggle?” 
 
EXPERIENCE 
▪ Poll Everywhere discussion activity: “How can we increase connection during e-
learning?” 
▪ Discuss responses from Poll Everywhere activity. 
▪ How can we implement these recommendations? 
 
REFLECT 
▪ How can we support you during this time? 
▪ How can we support each other during this time? 
 
SUMMARIZE 
▪ Thank you ALL for your participation in this experience. This project would not have 
been possible without you all. It has been an absolute joy getting to know all of you. 
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